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Preface
by Jakob Kellenberger 

President of the International Committee of the Red Cross (2000–2012)

The years 1956 to 1965 were deeply marked by an intensification of the Cold War, 
starting with the Hungarian Revolution in October 1956, and followed by the Cuban 
Missile Crisis in October 1962, which brought the world to the brink of nuclear war. 
The period ended with an escalation of tensions in the form of the United States’s 
deepening involvement in Vietnam.

The “Grand Alliance” that defeated Nazi Germany collapsed with the disappear-
ance of a shared enemy, leaving two opposing superpowers – the United States and the 
Soviet Union – who had no common ground. In a speech given in Fulton, Missouri 
in March 1946, Winston Churchill famously spoke of the division of Europe: “From 
Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across 
the Continent.” The Berlin Blockade and the Korean War eventually consolidated this 
separation of the world into two mutually antagonistic blocs. The crisis in Berlin was 
resolved without bloodshed after 11 months and the Korean War, though waged along 
a fault line between the two blocs, did not threaten the existence of either superpower.

However, the uprising in Hungary in October 1956 sparked a crisis in the Soviet 
bloc. Fearing that a successful insurrection would rob the Soviet Union of its buffer 
zone, the ‘strategic depth’ that it had always considered fundamental to its security, the 
Kremlin ordered a mass deployment of the Red Army to suppress the uprising. A crisis 
of a completely different order arose when the American intelligence services discov-
ered that the Soviet Union was setting up nuclear missile-launch sites in Cuba. The 
impact of President Kennedy’s announcement of this discovery, on 22 October 1962, 
was comparable to that of the events of 11 September 2001, stunning the American 
people and sending shockwaves across the world. Suddenly, every American city was 
under threat. For the first and only time in history, American nuclear forces were 
put on maximum alert. It is likely that Soviet nuclear forces were as well. The human 
race learned, with horror, that it now had to live with the constant threat of its own 
destruction. The world held its breath, praying for a political solution that would pre-
vent a nuclear conflagration.

One year later, Ngo Dinh Diem, president of the Republic of Vietnam, was assassi-
nated in Saigon during a military coup that precipitated the civil war it was intended to 
prevent. Anxious to curb the spread of communism, the United States became involved 
in the war, and increasingly bogged down in it, until ten years later and for the first 
time in its history, it had to admit military defeat.



vi from budapest to saigon

While the Cold War was the primary cause of the conflicts that raged during this 
period, it was not the only one. The Asian-African Conference, held in Bandung, 
Indonesia, in 1955, declared solidarity between the countries of the Third World and 
eventually led to the founding of the Non-Aligned Movement, one of the aims of which 
was to emancipate non-white peoples. The failure of the Anglo-French Suez expedition, 
18 months after Bandung, sealed the fate of the old colonial powers – worn out as they 
were by two World Wars – and accelerated the dismantling of their colonial empires. 
But in many colonies, independence was won by armed force, as had already been the 
case in the French Indochina War. It was in Algeria that the fight for independence 
took the most violent turn. The Algerian War, launched by a wave of simultaneous 
night-time attacks on 1 November 1954, lasted seven years. It claimed countless lives 
and brought France and its former colony to the point of exhaustion. The struggle for 
independence did not attain the same level of violence elsewhere; but there were armed 
revolts in Kenya and Cyprus, and the Belgian Congo’s independence – hastily granted 
with no preparation – plunged the new country into civil war.

What action could the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) take in 
the face of these crises? How did it respond to the new forms of conflict emerging in 
connection with decolonization? What did it do to try to protect the people affected 
by these conflicts?

The ICRC was struggling for survival in the wake of the Second World War. It 
was under attack by the Soviet Union and its allies, which spoke out against the new 
statutes of the International Red Cross at the 18th International Conference of the 
Red Cross (Toronto, 1952), on the grounds that these confirmed the organization’s 
traditional position. Its human and material resources remained pitifully small and 
far from adequate to meet the responsibilities assigned to it by the four new Geneva 
Conventions of 12 August 1949.

The ICRC therefore seemed woefully ill-equipped to meet the challenges posed by 
the Hungarian revolution and the Suez crisis in October 1956. Its relationship with 
the Soviet Union was terrible. Since its delegate had been withdrawn from Moscow 
in 1938, the organization had been in no position to carry out significant work either 
in the Soviet Union itself or in any of the other Communist countries. During the 
Korean War, it was not allowed to do anything for the prisoners of war and civilians 
in the power of North Korean and Chinese forces. In Indochina, it had negligible 
means to help people in the hands of the Viet Minh. At no time was it able to take 
action behind the Iron Curtain: the Communist world rejected the very principles 
underpinning the ICRC’s work.

Though the organization did not meet with the same hostility in the Arab world, 
its presence in the Middle East was insignificant and its knowledge of the countries 
in the region very limited, despite its significant work in connection with the war of 
1948–1949. As a result, the ICRC was scarcely in a better position to respond to the 
Suez conflict, which broke out at the same time as Soviet tanks rolled into Budapest.

The world beyond Europe did not figure greatly in the ICRC’s thinking and it had 
no presence there. The organization knew next to nothing about sub-Saharan Africa, 
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though many European colonies there were in the process of gaining independence. 
And very few of the political leaders in the Third World even knew that the organ-
ization existed.

What did the ICRC view as a proper response to the new type of conflict emerging 
from the Cold War and decolonization? How did it respond to the challenges posed 
by the Hungarian revolution and the Suez crisis? What was its role when the Cuban 
Missile Crisis brought the world to the very edge of the nuclear abyss? How did it 
attempt to reunify the International Red Cross Movement, itself deeply divided along 
the fault lines of the Cold War? What effort did the ICRC make – or fail to make – to 
gather the necessary manpower, ideas and financial resources to meet the challenges 
of decolonization and enter the post-colonial era? These are just some of the questions 
that Françoise Perret and François Bugnion strive to answer in this publication.

*

In 1963, Pierre Boissier published From Solferino to Tsushima, the first volume of the 
History of the International Committee of the Red Cross. It covered the period from the 
founding of the Red Cross to the Russo-Japanese War, a conflict that upset the global 
political order with the unprecedented defeat of a European power by an Asian country.

Fifteen years later, André Durand published From Sarajevo to Hiroshima, con-
tinuing the story of the ICRC up to the end of the Second World War.

It was the ICRC’s desire that the process should continue. In 2007, it published the 
French-language original of the third volume of the organization’s history (From Yalta 
to Dien Bien Phu), by Catherine Rey-Schyrr. Now comes the present, fourth, volume, 
From Budapest to Saigon (1956 to 1965). Françoise Perret and François Bugnion draw 
on their direct knowledge of the ICRC, their personal experiences and their historical 
expertise. Each of these publications has its own character, but together they tell a 
continuous story.

In 1996, and again in 2004, the ICRC Assembly granted public access to the organ-
ization’s archives spanning the period from 1863 to 1965. It did this in the interests of 
transparency and academic rigour. Historians are therefore able to consult the docu-
ments used in the preparation of these publications and to form their own opinions.

The ICRC would like to express its profound gratitude to Françoise Perret and 
François Bugnion for their careful and thorough research and for bringing to life this 
difficult period of history, rife as it was with threats for the future of humanity.
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Introduction

“And that’s what the Red Cross is all about: 
kindness rather than hate, 
life rather than death, 
hope rather than despair. 
In short, it is about acting on your beliefs.” 1 

Léopold Boissier, ICRC president, 1955-1964

The ICRC prior to 1956–1965

During the Second World War, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 
took large-scale action and did so with very significant financial backing. Once the war 
was over, however, both its activities and its resources were drastically cut back. This 
remained the case for more than 20 years and, from 1956 to 1965, the ICRC considered 
itself a non-governmental organization with limited means at its disposal.

Under Swiss law, the ICRC is a simple association of individuals, all pursuing the 
same ideal. Its members are exclusively Swiss citizens and become members by a process 
of cooptation. In the post-war years, the ICRC nevertheless believed that it had an 
international mandate that gave it a unique position.

What was the nature of this mandate? On what legal foundation could the ICRC 
base its work? What was its position on the international chessboard and within the 
International Red Cross? How was it organized and what action could it take? These 
are just some of the questions that need to be explored if we are to understand the 
ICRC’s response to the conflicts that took place between 1956 and 1965.

1 ICRC Archives, Léopold Boissier, presentation on certain aspects of the centenary of the Red Cross, 
made to the ICRC in its meeting of 3 October 1963, document D 841, appended to the minutes of 
the plenary meeting of 3 October 1963, p. 4.
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Mandate and principles

The ICRC’s mandate is, above all, a product of history. It was the ICRC that founded 
the International Red Cross.2 It convened the Conference of October 1863, which 
gave birth to the Red Cross and established the founding principles of the Movement. 
A large number of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies were created as a 
result of the initiatives it took and contacts it made. All new National Societies continue 
to look to the ICRC for accreditation vis-à-vis their sister Societies.3

It was also the ICRC that laid the groundwork for the adoption of the original 
Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded in Armies 
in the Field, on 22 August 1864, which marked the starting point of contemporary 
international humanitarian law. It initiated revisions of this Convention in 1906, 
1929 and 1949, and began preparing new conventions, adopted by the Diplomatic 
Conferences of 1929 and 1949, to protect shipwrecked members of armed forces at 
sea and hospital ships, prisoners of war, and civilians in wartime.

Lastly, though not part of the initial plan, the ICRC offered its services as a neu-
tral intermediary between the National Societies of warring countries, then between 
the warring States themselves, to promote compliance with the Geneva Conventions.

It was therefore by helping develop the International Red Cross, refining human-
itarian law and acting as a neutral intermediary that the ICRC was able to fulfil its 
own mandate: to protect and assist people affected by war.

This complex mandate is set out first and foremost in the ICRC’s own statutes. 
It should be noted that during the first half-century of its existence (1863–1915) the 
ICRC had no statutes, in other words no written document laying down its founda-
tions and governing the way it works. It had but few members, all from the same city 
and the same background, who came together periodically to decide on important 
matters regarding the organization’s future. There was therefore no need for a text 
spelling out its role, the rights and responsibilities of its members, or the functioning 
of its constituent bodies.

In 1915, the ICRC adopted written statutes for the first time, with the sole aim of 
enabling people to leave money to the organization in their wills.4

2 Following a practice that is over a hundred years old, I will use the term ‘International Red Cross’, 
or ‘Red Cross’ for short, to designate the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, 
particularly since this work deals with a period when these were the only terms in official use. It was 
only at the 25th International Conference of the Red Cross in Geneva (October, 1986) that the term 
‘International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement’ was adopted in place of the ‘International 
Red Cross’, though the latter remains permissible.

3 The history of the founding of the Red Cross is widely known. See Pierre Boissier, History of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross: From Solferino to Tsushima, Henry Dunant Institute, 
Geneva, 1985.

4 “Le Comité international et la personnalité civile”, Bulletin international des Sociétés de la Croix-Rouge, 
No. 190, April 1917, p. 136. Bulletin international des sociétés de secours aux militaires blessés, 1869–1885, 
became Bulletin international des Sociétés de Croix-Rouge, 1886–1955, and the Revue Internationale de 
la Croix-Rouge (hereafter RICR), 1919 to the present in French, and as of 1961 in English.
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The 1915 statutes have been revised several times. By the start of the period covered 
by this book (1956–1965), the ICRC’s work was governed by statutes last revised in 
September 1952.5

It should be borne in mind that the ICRC’s statutes were a set of rules that the 
organization had given itself. They reflected its understanding of its role and the way 
it intended that it should operate. They did not necessarily reflect the perception of 
the organization from the outside and the way the international community viewed 
it. Most importantly, the ICRC’s statutes did not set out obligations for National 
Societies, the League of Red Cross Societies, or States.

Nevertheless, the main provisions of the ICRC’s statutes are reflected in the stat-
utes of the International Red Cross. This is the instrument to which we should look.

The International Red Cross initially showed the same pragmatism and informality 
that characterized the ICRC. For more than 60 years, it was governed essentially by cus-
tomary rules based on the resolutions adopted at the founding Conference of October 
1863 – the birthplace of the Red Cross – i.e. on tradition, and on a few constitutional 
resolutions adopted by the International Conferences of the Red Cross. Each confer-
ence adopted its own regulations on the basis of those adopted by previous conferences.

The founding of the League of Red Cross Societies, after the First World War, 
compelled the International Red Cross to draw up a constitution for itself.6 Lengthy 
negotiations ensued, which were not always amicable. They led to the adoption of the 
statutes of the International Red Cross by the 13th International Conference of the 
Red Cross (The Hague, 1928).7

Following the Second World War, many voices within the Movement called for 
revision of the 1928 statutes. The result was a new round of laborious negotiations. 
Ultimately, the 18th International Conference of the Red Cross (Toronto, 1952) 
adopted revised statutes for the International Red Cross, this in the face of opposition 
from the Soviet Union and its allies. Article VI concerned the ICRC:

1. “The International Committee of the Red Cross is an independent institution, gov-
erned by its own Statutes and recruited by co-optation from among Swiss citizens.

5 These statutes are printed in the Handbook of the International Red Cross, 10th ed., International 
Committee of the Red Cross, League of Red Cross Societies, 1953, pp. 321–324.

6 On the founding of the League of Red Cross Societies, see: Daphne A. Reid and Patrick F. Gilbo, 
Beyond Conflict: The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 1919-1994, 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, Geneva, 1997, pp. 12-47. In 
1991, the League changed its name to the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies.

7 Treizième Conférence internationale de la Croix-Rouge tenue à La Haye du 23 au 27 octobre 1928, 
Compte rendu, Imprimerie nationale, The Hague, 1929, pp. 12-19, 48-75, 85, 101-114, 117-118 and 
182-186. The statutes of 1928, which were finally adopted after 10 years of controversy and negoti-
ation, were compared by some to a peace treaty between the ICRC and the League. Article VIII 
constituted the founding rules for the League, while Article VII recognized that the ICRC had 
already existed for some time and thus had customary status.
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2. It maintains the fundamental and permanent principles of the Red Cross, namely: 
impartiality, action independent of any racial, political, religious or economic con-
siderations, the universality of the Red Cross and the equality of the National Red 
Cross Societies.

3. After having assembled all pertinent data, it announces the recognition of any 
newly established or reconstituted National Red Cross Society which fulfils the 
conditions for recognition in force.

4. It undertakes the tasks incumbent on it under the Geneva Conventions, works for 
the faithful application of these Conventions and takes cognizance of complaints 
regarding alleged breaches of the humanitarian Conventions.

5. As a neutral institution whose work is carried out particularly in time of war, civil 
war or internal strife, it endeavours at all times to ensure the protection of and as-
sistance to military and civilian victims of such conflicts and of their direct results. 
It contributes to the preparation and development of medical personnel and medical 
equipment, in co-operation with the Red Cross organizations, the medical services 
of the armed forces, and other competent authorities.

6. It takes any humanitarian initiative which comes within its role as a specifically 
neutral and independent institution and intermediary and considers any question 
requiring examination by such an institution.

7. It works for the continual improvement and diffusion of the Geneva Conventions.

8. It accepts the mandates entrusted to it by the International Conference of the 
Red Cross.

9. Within the framework of the present Statutes and subject to the provisions of 
Article VII, it maintains close contact with the National Red Cross Societies. It also 
maintains relations with Government authorities and any national or international 
institutions whose assistance it considers useful.”8

Two provisions deserve particular attention.
Paragraph 2 assigns the ICRC responsibility for “maintaining the fundamental 

and permanent principles of the Red Cross”. Yet these principles, whose existence 
the Movement recognized and to which it constantly referred, had never actually 
been written down in black and white. What exactly were they? What was their 
content; what was their force in law? Who was obliged to respect them? In truth, the 
International Red Cross had from the start been invoking fundamental principles 
that it seemed incapable of actually formulating. Defining these principles was to 

8 Handbook of the International Red Cross, pp. 305-311. Article VII of the Statutes of the International 
Red Cross and Rules of Procedure of the International Conference of the Red Cross (Adopted by the 
18th International Red Cross Conference, Toronto, July-August 1952), which refers to Article VI, 
paragraph 9, cited above, defines the responsibilities of the League of Red Cross Societies.
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be a major challenge for the ICRC and the Movement as a whole in the decade 
covered by this book.

Nevertheless, though a universally accepted formulation of the principles had to 
await the 20th International Conference of the Red Cross (Vienna, 1965), the ICRC 
had no doubt about what precepts were guiding its work. In their deliberations, 
the organization’s governing bodies regularly referred to them. And the ICRC was 
convinced that it must not only monitor respect for these principles, as prescribed by 
the Red Cross statutes, it must first and foremost itself abide by them.

Secondly, paragraph 6 stipulated that the ICRC “takes any humanitarian initiative 
which comes within its role as a specifically neutral and independent institution and 
intermediary and considers any question requiring examination by such an institution”. 
This confirmed a rule to which the ICRC was particularly attached and that came to 
be known as the “right to humanitarian initiative”. It allowed the ICRC to offer its 
services to National Societies and to States. Apart from specific cases in which the 
Geneva Conventions assign permission to act, this right did not oblige the National 
Societies or States to accept the ICRC’s offer. It was essentially an offer, nothing more.

The statutes of the International Red Cross were not a treaty. Rather, they were 
adopted by the International Conference of the Red Cross, which was fully aware of 
the constitutional character of these statutes. Since the States party to the Geneva 
Conventions were members of the International Conference – with the same status 
there as the National Societies, the ICRC and the League – they were bound by 
these statutes.

Richard Perruchoud put it like this: “The fact that the statutes were not adopted in 
treaty form does not mean that the States are not bound by them, since they are able 
to give their consent in whatever form they choose. Even though the statutes’ adoption 
is not in the form of an international treaty, that adoption is nevertheless an act of the 
international community. By its nature, that act is binding on the States … The votes 
of the States amount to recognition of the existence of the International Red Cross … 
As a result, all these statutes combine to constitute a body of provisions binding on 
the States, whether their provisions determine the responsibilities of this or that body 
or assign tasks to the ICRC or the League.”9

Finally, though the ICRC was not itself party to the Geneva Conventions (those 
being treaties between States), the Conventions nevertheless contained a number of 
provisions that assigned it rights and imposed on it obligations, thus helping anchor 
in public international law the mandate conferred on the ICRC. It was mainly on 
the basis of the Conventions that the organization endeavoured to protect and assist 
people affected by armed conflict. It is therefore worthwhile having a closer look at 
these instruments.

9 Richard Perruchoud, Les Résolutions des Conférences internationales de la Croix-Rouge, Henry 
Dunant Institute/ICRC, Geneva, 1979, pp. 107-108; along the same lines, see Auguste-Raynald 
Werner, La Croix-Rouge et les Conventions de Genève, Georg & Cie, Geneva, 1943, p. 79.
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Basis for action

At the dawn of 1956, what legal instruments existed on which the ICRC could base 
its work?

The diplomatic conference of 1949 had undertaken a thoroughgoing revision of the 
existing Geneva Conventions and had adopted a new Convention protecting civilians 
in wartime. Eventually, it adopted four revised or completely new Conventions:

• the Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick 
in Armed Forces in the Field (First Geneva Convention)

• the Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded, Sick and 
Shipwrecked Members of Armed Forces at Sea (Second Geneva Convention)

• the Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War (Third 
Geneva Convention)

• the Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War 
(Fourth Geneva Convention).

All four Conventions were adopted on 12 August 1949.10

Adoption of the Fourth Geneva Convention marked a major step forward. This 
treaty protected not only the population of occupied territory but also the nationals 
of one warring party who found themselves on the territory of the other.

Following a lengthy debate, the diplomatic conference adopted, among other provi-
sions, Article 3 common to all four Conventions (common Article 3). This article was 
designed to protect specifically people affected by non-international armed conflict. 
As a Soviet delegate remarked, common Article 3 amounted to “a convention within 
a convention”. It is worth quoting in its entirety:

“In the case of armed conflict not of an international character occurring in the territory 
of one of the High Contracting Parties, each Party to the conflict shall be bound to apply, 
as a minimum, the following provisions:

(1) Persons taking no active part in the hostilities, including members of armed forces 
who have laid down their arms and those placed ‘ hors de combat ‘ by sickness, 
wounds, detention, or any other cause, shall in all circumstances be treated humanely, 
without any adverse distinction founded on race, colour, religion or faith, sex, birth 
or wealth, or any other similar criteria.

10 Text contained in: Final Record of the Diplomatic Conference of Geneva of 1949, Vol. I, Federal 
Political Department, Bern, 1949, pp. 205-357; United Nations Treaty Series, Vol. 75, United Nations, 
New York, 1950, pp. 5-468; Handbook of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, 
13th ed., International Committee of the Red Cross and International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies, Geneva, 1994, pp. 23-194; The Laws of Armed Conflicts: A Collection 
of Conventions, Resolutions and other Documents, Dietrich Schindler and Jiri Toman (eds), Henry 
Dunant Institute/ICRC, Geneva, 1988, pp. 373-379.
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To this end, the following acts are and shall remain prohibited at any time and in any 
place whatsoever with respect to the above-mentioned persons:
(a) violence to life and person, in particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, cruel 

treatment and torture;
(b) taking of hostages;
(c) outrages upon personal dignity, in particular humiliating and degrading treatment;
(d) the passing of sentences and the carrying out of executions without previous 

judgment pronounced by a regularly constituted court, affording all the judicial 
guarantees which are recognized as indispensable by civilized peoples.

(2) The wounded and sick shall be collected and cared for.

An impartial humanitarian body, such as the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, may offer its services to the Parties to the conflict.

The Parties to the conflict should further endeavour to bring into force, by means 
of special agreements, all or part of the other provisions of the present Convention.

The application of the preceding provisions shall not affect the legal status of the 
Parties to the conflict.”11

Finally, the diplomatic conference created a monitoring mechanism based largely 
on the “Protecting Powers”, i.e. neutral States to which the warring States entrust 
protection of their own interests and those of any of their nationals finding themselves 
in the hands of their adversary. This system was also based on the work of the ICRC.

Thus, in the event of international armed conflict, the ICRC’s tracing agency would 
receive the names and other identity information on prisoners of war and interned 
civilians.12 ICRC delegates would be allowed to visit all places where prisoners of war 
and civilian internees were being held and would be permitted to privately interview 
the individuals of their choice.13 The parties concerned must at all times recognize and 
respect the ICRC’s particular status in helping prisoners of war and civilian internees.14

Finally, the four Conventions each had an identical article (Articles 9, 9, 10 and 
10, respectively) stipulating that none of its provisions stood in the way of the ICRC 
endeavouring to ensure protection and aid to people affected by war: “The provisions of 
the present Convention constitute no obstacle to the humanitarian activities which the 
International Committee of the Red Cross or any other impartial humanitarian organ-
ization may, subject to the consent of the Parties to the conflict concerned, undertake 
for the protection of civilian persons and for their relief. ”15

11 Schindler and Toman (eds), The Laws of Armed Conflicts, pp. 375-377.
12 Third Geneva Convention, Arts 70, 122 and 123; Fourth Geneva Convention, Arts 106, 137-138 and 140.
13 Third Geneva Convention, Art. 126; Fourth Geneva Convention, Art. 143.
14 Third Geneva Convention, Arts 75 and 125; Fourth Geneva Convention, Arts 59, 61, 109, 111 and 142.
15 The categories of people granted protection is adapted in each Convention: “wounded and sick, 

medical personnel and chaplains” (First Geneva Convention); “wounded, sick and shipwrecked 
persons, medical personnel and chaplains” (Second Geneva Convention); “prisoners of war” (Third 
Geneva Convention); and “civilian persons” (Fourth Geneva Convention).
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This article – which reaffirmed and further developed Article 88 of the Geneva 
Convention of 27 July 1929 relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War – anchored 
in treaty-based humanitarian law the ICRC’s right of initiative, already enshrined in 
the statues of the International Red Cross.

In the event of international armed conflict, common Article 3 allowed the ICRC 
to offer its services to the warring parties. It did not oblige them to accept that offer, 
but two things lent significance to this provision. First, the ICRC could – as it had done 
at the outset of the Spanish Civil War – approach each of the parties without having 
to obtain prior consent from that party’s adversary. The ICRC could do this regardless 
of the status of either party under domestic or international law. Second, the existence 
of this provision meant that the ICRC could not be accused either of committing a 
hostile act or of improperly interfering in a country’s affairs.

It can thus be said that the main goals the ICRC had set itself in its groundwork 
for a new set of conventions – i.e. extending protection to cover all categories of people 
affected by armed conflict, creating an article that protected people in the event of 
non-international armed conflict, and setting up a monitoring mechanism – had been 
fully achieved.

In two respects, the ICRC emerged from the diplomatic conference stronger than 
ever. For one thing, the conference had accepted the ICRC’s draft texts as the basis 
of its deliberations and had invited the organization’s representatives to take part in 
their capacity as experts. For another, the newly adopted Conventions confirmed the 
ICRC’s mandate to protect and assist victims of war and, to this end, entrusted it with 
rights that it could exercise vis-à-vis parties to conflict.16

If the ICRC based its work on humanitarian treaties, then that work was not about 
judgement, it was about help: humanitarian action. When there were differences about 
how to categorize a situation and therefore about the law applicable, the ICRC had 
always preferred a pragmatic approach. It preferred this approach to claiming the legal 
right to do its work, since that always involved the risk of being drawn into controversies 
about the law that might well paralyse that work.

The provisions of the 1949 Geneva Conventions would be of little use to the ICRC 
until States ratified the new treaties. What, then, was the Conventions’ ratification 
status as 1956 dawned?

As depositary State for the Geneva Conventions and host of the 1949 confer-
ence, Switzerland made it a point of honour to be the first country to ratify the new 
Conventions, on 31 March 1950. It was followed later in the year by Yugoslavia, 
Monaco, Liechtenstein, Chile, India and Czechoslovakia.17

The four countries that dominated the international scene – France, Great Britain, 
the Soviet Union and the United States – met for the Geneva Summit in Geneva 

16 Catherine Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross, 1945 to 1955, ICRC and Georg Editeur, Geneva, 2017, pp. 209-254.

17 Report on General Activities (January 1 to December 31, 1950), ICRC, Geneva, 1951, p. 29; Schindler 
and Toman (eds), The Laws of Armed Conflicts, pp. 557-594.
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in July 1955. By the end of 1955, three had agreed to be bound by the 1949 Geneva 
Conventions (France since June 1951, the US since August 1955 and the USSR 
since May 1954).18 Even if the USSR had made reservations limiting its consent, the 
daunting prospect of it once again standing outside the system of treaty-based protec-
tion was now eliminated.

The United Kingdom, by contrast, had not ratified the Geneva Conventions, a 
source of concern when that country joined France and Israel in launching the disas-
trous Suez expedition in 1956.

The delicate question of China’s participation in the Geneva Conventions was 
answered when the People’s Republic ratified them in late 1956.19

Decolonization was already under way in 1949 and a number of newly independent 
States took part in the diplomatic conference. India set the example by ratifying the 
Geneva Conventions in November 1950. It was followed in March 1951 by the Philippines, 
Lebanon the following month, Jordan in May, Pakistan in June, Israel in July, and so 
on.20 Thus, two years after the conference, the ratification process was in full swing.

What no one could predict, however, was how the newly independent States – those 
who had not taken part in the 1949 conference – would view treaties in whose drafting 
they had had no part.

By the end of 1955, 48 States had become bound by the Geneva Conventions and 
the ratification process had started in several other countries. Having the Geneva 
Conventions embraced universally was all the more important to the ICRC and many 
other observers because the world had emerged deeply divided from the Second World 
War and seemed to be rushing headlong towards a third such conflict.

Internal tensions and strife  
and protecting political detainees

When the ICRC was created in 1863 to come to the aid of wounded soldiers, the 
creators were thinking of wars between States.

When the First World War ended, the ICRC’s work expanded to help civilians 
affected by civil war, which devastated several European countries – particularly 
Russia – after the World War was over. In Resolution XIV, the 10th International 
Conference of the Red Cross (Geneva, 1921) recognized both the ICRC’s competence 
in aiding the victims of non-international armed conflict and its duty to do so.

By adopting common Article 3, the diplomatic conference confirmed the organ-
ization’s competence in this realm. It also gave the ICRC a limited but real legal basis 

18 Schindler and Toman (eds), The Laws of Armed Conflicts, pp. 557-594.
19 Only the Republic of China participated in the diplomatic conference held in Geneva from April to 

August 1949. Mao Tse-Tung declared the creation of the People’s Republic of China on 1 October 
that year.

20 Schindler and Toman (eds), The Laws of Armed Conflicts, pp. 557-594.
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for action. However, though the conference intended common Article 3 to have the 
broadest possible field of application, its actual implementation nevertheless presup-
posed an armed conflict, i.e. fighting between forces possessing a degree of organization.

Yet there were many cases of internal tensions and disturbances that, while they fell 
short of actual hostilities that would make common Article 3 applicable, still caused 
just as much suffering, for example the large-scale detention of government oppo-
nents. These situations were frequently the precursors to, or after-effects of, full-scale 
armed conflict.

While humanitarian law as such was not applicable to such cases, this did not mean 
that the ICRC could avert its gaze from the suffering caused.

In the years following the First World War, the organization took action to aid 
political detainees, not just during the Russian Civil War but also in Hungary (1919), 
the Irish Free State (1922–1923), Poland and Montenegro (1924).

In its Resolution XIV, the 10th International Conference mentioned above recog-
nized the ICRC’s competence in this area: the resolution’s final paragraph called for 
political detainees held during civil war to be treated according to the principles set 
out in the Hague Convention of 18 October 1907 respecting the Laws and Customs 
of War on Land.

With the emergence of totalitarian regimes, however, the ICRC limited its activities 
in behalf of political detainees, before eventually ceasing them altogether.

The end of the Second World War brought confirmation of the atrocities committed 
by the Nazi regime. It served to underscore the importance of improving observance of 
human rights. This concern resulted, among other things, in the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (adopted in December 1948), which marked the beginning of a major 
push to develop rules at both universal and regional levels. For its part, the ICRC began 
once again to visit political detainees in Greece, Spain and various countries of Latin 
America and the Middle East.

When they mandated the ICRC to protect and assist people affected by internal dis-
turbances, the statutes of the International Red Cross, revised by the 18th International 
Conference (Toronto, 1952), recognized the organization’s right to offer its services in 
such situations and thus provided it with a certain basis for such work.21

Protection for political detainees was indeed one of the main challenges faced by 
the ICRC in the period from 1956 to 1965. With the outbreak of the Cold War, the 
East-West confrontation along the Iron Curtain was matched by a fault line that lay 
within the borders of many States.

21 On the development of the ICRC’s policies and practices with regard to political detainees, see Jacques 
Moreillon, Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et la protection des détenus politiques: les activités 
du CICR en faveur des personnes incarcérées dans leur proper pays à l’occasion de troubles ou de tensions 
internes, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, and Editions l’Age d’Homme, Lausanne, 1973.



 introduction 11

Operational environment: 
The Cold War and decolonization

The Grand Alliance that had crushed Nazi Germany itself began disintegrating once 
the common foe had been vanquished. In late July 1945, the two-week Potsdam 
Conference brought together Winston Churchill (whose party lost the general elec-
tion held during the conference, to the Labour party headed by Clement Attlee), Harry 
Truman (who had become US president after Franklin Roosevelt’s death the previous 
April) and Soviet leader Joseph Stalin. The conference did nothing to conceal the 
differences that had been growing since the Yalta Conference.

In March of the following year, Churchill gave his now-famous speech in Fulton, 
Missouri, in which he portrayed Europe’s division into two mutually antagonistic blocs: 
“From Stettin on the Baltic to Trieste on the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended 
across the Continent.”22

Indeed, once hostilities had ended, crisis followed crisis almost mechanically: a 
series of events reminiscent of the slide into the First and later the Second World 
War. There was the Greek Civil War, the French Indochina War, a resumption of the 
Chinese Civil War, a Communist coup d’ état in Czechoslovakia, the Berlin Blockade, 
the Korean War, and so on. Meanwhile, the United States, the United Kingdom and 
the USSR were testing their first atomic bombs and later, hydrogen bombs, whose 
destructive power made them the most terrifying weapons ever seen. While armaments 
were being developed at a frantic pace, the world was learning to live under the threat 
of a third world war and nuclear annihilation.

Stalin’s death in March 1953 seemed to hold the promise of a thaw. And indeed 
there followed a number of events that did ease tensions. In July of that year an armi-
stice was agreed that ended the Korean War. A year later, accords reached in Geneva 
marked the end of the French Indochina War. In May 1955, the Austrian State Treaty 
was signed, under which the Soviet Union withdrew their troops, thus ending a decade 
of occupation. This was all the more symbolically important as it was the first time that 
the Red Army had withdrawn from any territory occupied by it in the Second World 
War. In July 1955, the leaders of America, Great Britain, France and the Soviet Union 
gathered in Geneva for the “Big Four Summit”, also known as the Geneva Summit.23 
Though the meeting resulted in no substantial decisions, the mere fact that the high-
est-ranking leaders from East and West had agreed to engage in direct dialogue reflected 
the dramatic improvement in relations since Stalin’s death. Two months later, West 
German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer travelled to Moscow. His visit – unthinkable 

22 “From Stettin on the Baltic to Trieste on the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the 
Continent”, Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, March 9-16, 1946, p. 7771.

23 Just as the three musketeers were actually four, the Big Four were actually five: Dwight Eisenhower, 
Edgar Faure, Anthony Eden, Nikolai Bulganin and Nikita Khrushchev. Khrushchev soon overthrew 
Bulganin and served as Premier of the Soviet Union until October 1964.
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a few years previously – led to the establishment of diplomatic ties between the Soviet 
Union and the Federal Republic of Germany.

The thaw was short-lived, however. In 1956, the process of de-Stalinization set off 
a shock wave that triggered riots in Poland and full-scale rebellion in Hungary. The 
Cold War machine was set in motion once again, culminating in the 1962 Cuban 
Missile Crisis, the gravest international emergency since the Second World War: it 
took humanity to the very brink of the nuclear abyss.

The Cold War was the source of military and economic rivalry and of the alliances 
and alignments between countries for the four decades that followed the Second World 
War. It also hastened independence for colonies around the world.

Two successive fratricidal wars that eventually drew in the rest of the world left 
the Old Continent – and the prestige of its colonial powers – in ruins. Desire for 
independence returned with renewed vigour, especially in Asia, where the Japanese had 
humiliated the Europeans, but also in the Middle East and North Africa. In Algeria, 
heavy rioting broke out the very day Germany capitulated.

Britain’s Labour party, which swept to power in the July 1945 elections, was prepared 
to dismantle the Empire. It initiated the process of granting independence to India, 
Pakistan, Burma and Ceylon. France, by contrast, dreamed of restoring its authority 
in Indochina, a dream that led to seven new years of war – as ruinous as the World 
War – that ended in 1954 with France’s defeat at Dien Bien Phu. Highlighting as it 
did France’s enfeeblement and its isolated position, Dien Bien Phu gave new energy to 
Algerian calls for independence, which were backed up by armed struggle. Concerned 
to fill the vacuum created by French withdrawal from Indochina, the United States 
began its slide into the Vietnam War. Finally, the disastrous Suez expedition confirmed 
both British and French decline and sealed the fate of their colonial empires.

Inevitably, the Cold War made itself felt in the various anti-colonial struggles. 
Convinced that it had waged the very first war for independence from colonialism, the 
United States advocated withdrawal by the European powers from their overseas pos-
sessions and endeavoured to draw newly independent States into its sphere of influence. 
For its part, the Soviet Union promised to support the struggle of colonized peoples 
against their oppressors, all the while glossing over analogous situations within its own 
territory and in the buffer zone it had under military occupation in Eastern Europe.

Some newly independent countries entered the orbit of either the United States or 
the Soviet Union. Others, however, strove to remain free of the Cold War’s tides and 
eddies by forming a third force. Those countries took part in the 1955 Asian-African 
Conference, held in Bandung, Indonesia, which laid the foundations of the Non-
Aligned Movement.

What was the ICRC’s approach to the conflicts caused by the Cold War and the 
decolonization process? How did it adapt to the new forms of violence these conflicts 
gave rise to? Where exactly did it find itself on the chessboard of international relations?



 introduction 13

The ICRC’s position on the international scene

Despite the spectacular expansion of its activities in the course of the Second World 
War, and despite the Nobel Peace Prize – the second since its founding – awarded 
to it in 1944, the ICRC stood under a cloud of accusations as the conflict drew to a 
close. It was criticized for proving unable to help members of resistance groups who 
were captured, and for the most part executed, by the Germans and the Japanese. 
It was held responsible for the horrifying fate of Soviet prisoners of war held by the 
Germans, at least half of whom died of starvation, cold or lack of medical treatment. 
Above all, the ICRC was blamed for not having condemned the concentration camps 
and the genocide.

The charge was led by the Soviet Union, with support from Yugoslavia. But there 
was criticism in the West as well.

In the decade that followed the Second World War, the ICRC staged a dramatic 
recovery, thanks not least to initiatives taken by Paul Ruegger, who became its presi-
dent in 1948.

By undertaking, even before hostilities ended, consultations and other work pre-
paratory to the drafting of the four new Geneva Conventions, the ICRC maintained its 
traditional position in the development of humanitarian law. Its ambitious protection 
and assistance work during the first Arab-Israeli conflict demonstrated the useful-
ness of its role as a neutral intermediary in wartime. At considerable personal risk, its 
delegates worked for the most part on the front lines, and sometimes between those 
lines, negotiating ceasefires, coming to the aid of the injured and recovering bodies.24 
The existence of a neutral intermediary in the event of armed conflict rose swiftly in 
perceived value as the Cold War deepened. All feared a third world war, for which the 
great powers were preparing in a headlong arms race.

For the ICRC to be in a position to shoulder the role of neutral intermediary, 
however, it first had to restore its relations with all the great powers.

France and the United Kingdom were longstanding and reliable partners for the 
ICRC. In June 1948, the ICRC’s president, Paul Ruegger, journeyed to the United 
States on a major mission that included a meeting with President Truman. Ruegger’s 
visit did much to improve relations with the US.25

As the Cold War grew in severity, the ICRC’s work as a neutral intermediary took 
on renewed importance in American eyes. When US personnel were taken prisoner 
by the Chinese and the North Koreans during the Korean War, the country turned 
to the ICRC.

24 On the work of the ICRC during the first Israeli-Arab conflict, see Dominique-Debora Junod, 
The Imperiled Red Cross and the Palestine – Eretz – Yisrael Conflict 1945-1952: The Influence of 
Institutional Concerns on a Humanitarian Operation, Kegan Paul International, London, 1996. 
Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., pp. 392-473.

25 ICRC Archives, Minutes of the Presidential Council, extraordinary meeting of 2 July 1948. ICRC. 
Press release No. 370, 30 June 1948. RICR, No. 355, July 1948, p. 509. Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., pp. 71-72.
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In 1952, Dwight D. Eisenhower was elected US president. As former supreme 
commander of Allied forces in Europe, Eisenhower well knew the ICRC’s work for 
the welfare of American and other Allied prisoners held by the Germans, and had 
written to the organization in October 1945 to thank it. His letter arrived at a time 
when the ICRC was the target of intense criticism and feeling relatively friendless. The 
importance it attached to Eisenhower’s tribute is reflected by the fact that a photo of 
it was published in the RICR.26

By 1955, the ICRC felt that it was back on a firm footing in its relations with the 
United States and that country’s allies. However, playing the role of neutral interme-
diary demanded good relations with the USSR and its allies as well. This was far from 
the case.

Relations with the USSR and its allies

The relationship between the ICRC and the Soviet Union had never been easy. The first 
delegate the organization had managed to have accredited there was declared persona 
non grata within a few months. Only after long negotiations was the ICRC again able 
to send a delegate to Moscow. But his work there was gradually reduced to providing 
consular services for nationals of countries, such as Switzerland and Portugal, that 
had no diplomatic ties with the USSR. He was withdrawn in 1938.27 All attempts by 
the ICRC to revive dialogue with Soviet authorities during the Second World War 
failed to produce results. Not only was the organization unable to have a delegate 
accredited there, it was not even allowed to send a temporary mission to Moscow to 
open lines of communication. The Soviet Union was not party to the 1929 Geneva 
Convention protecting prisoners of war, and ICRC efforts to bring this about were 
in vain, as were similar efforts made by the United States. The horrifying things that 
happened to Soviet prisoners in German hands and Axis prisoners in Soviet hands 
are well known.28 After the war, the ICRC came under withering fire from the Soviet 
authorities and the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in the USSR for 

26 RICR, No. 323, November 1945, pp. 821-823.
27 On relations between the ICRC and the Soviet Union, from the October Revolution to the eve 

of the Second World War, see André Durand, History of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross: From Sarajevo to Hiroshima, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1984, pp. 97-108, 111-123, 
139-143, 202-222, 234-236 and 258-259. On the shift of the ICRC mission in Moscow to consular 
services, see Maximilian Reimann, Quasi-konsularische und schutzmachtähnliche Funktionen des 
Internationalen Komitees vom Roten Kreuz ausserhalb bewaffneter Konflikte, Henry Dunant Institute, 
Geneva, 1971, and Jean-François Fayet and Peter Huber, “La mission Wehrlin du CICR en Union 
soviétique (1920-1938)” in RICR, No. 849, March 2003, pp. 95-117.

28 On relations between the ICRC and the Soviet Union during the Second World War, see Report of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross on its Activities during the Second World War (September 1, 
1939-June 30, 1947), Vol. 1, ICRC, Geneva, 1948, pp. 404-436; François Bugnion, The International 
Committee of the Red Cross and the Protection of War Victims, ICRC, Geneva, 2003, pp. 186-190; 
Durand, op. cit., pp. 576-604.
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failing to condemn Nazi crimes. They blamed the organization for what had happened 
to Soviet prisoners.29 In the first few post-war years, the ICRC was able to do but 
very little for people living in Eastern Europe.30 Thus Eastern Europe remained terra 
incognita for the ICRC, if not completely forbidden territory. Nor was the ICRC able 
to establish a dialogue with Moscow’s allies in Vietnam (the Viet Minh) or Korea (the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea).31 President Ruegger travelled to Moscow in 
1950, where he was received by Andrei Gromyko, deputy minister of foreign affairs, 
and others. Yet no tangible result was achieved, and relations between the ICRC and 
the Soviet authorities remained difficult.32 At the 18th International Conference of 
the Red Cross (Toronto, 1952), Soviet officials once again attacked the organization. 
Officials from the Soviet Union’s satellites in Eastern Europe followed their lead.33

One might suppose that Joseph Stalin’s death opened the way for a thaw in relations 
between the USSR and the ICRC. Indeed it did, but that thaw barely had time to set 
in before the organization was confronted with the uprising in Hungary.

If relations with the USSR were cool, those with the People’s Republic of China, 
proclaimed by Mao Tse-tung in late 1949, were positively glacial. Paul Ruegger went 
to Peking in March 1951. He was received by Zhou Enlai. Again no tangible results 
emerged34 and relations would long be poisoned by polemics in connection with the 
Korean War.

The ICRC had all the more reason for concern at being ostracized by the Soviet 
bloc as it was convinced that the great powers were rushing towards a third world war. 
It feared that a new world war would resemble the one that had recently ended; and 
that, lacking a foothold for cooperation with the USSR, would be unable to protect 
and assist any prisoners of war or civilians who fell into the hands of the Soviet Union 
or its allies.

29 Regarding the attacks on the ICRC by the Soviet government and the Alliance of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies in the USSR after the Second World War, see Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., pp. 24-29 
and 73.

30 The most significant activity that the ICRC was able to carry out east of the Iron Curtain was relief 
work for people in need in Berlin and Soviet-occupied Germany (Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., pp. 177-188).

31 On ICRC activities during the First Indochina War, see Jean-François Berger, L’action du Comité 
international de la Croix-Rouge en Indochine, 1946-1954, Editions Corbaz, Montreux, 1982; Floriane 
Truninger, “The International Committee of the Red Cross and the Indochina war: From the 
Japanese defeat to the Geneva Agreements (1945-1954)”, International Review of the Red Cross 
(hereafter IRRC), No. 303, November-December 1994, pp. 564-594; Rey-Schyrr (which contains 
the above-mentioned article by Floriane Truninger), op. cit., pp. 335-359. On the activities of the 
ICRC during the Korean War, see Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et le conflit de Corée, 
Recueil de documents, 2 volumes, ICRC, Geneva, 1952; Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., pp. 475-537.

32 RICR, Supplement, Vol. 3, No. 11, November 1950, p. 196; Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., pp. 28, 121 and 135.
33 On the attacks by the Soviet Union and its allies on the ICRC at the Toronto Conference, see 

Eighteenth International Conference of the Red Cross, Toronto, July-August 1952, Proceedings, 
Canadian Red Cross Society, Toronto, pp. 34-35, 37-39, 55-56 and 97-101; Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., 
pp. 103-108.

34 Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., pp. 491-540.
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The ICRC was unable to count on support from the broader Red Cross Movement 
in its dealings with the Soviet Union since the Movement itself was divided, and the 
ICRC’s position within it was by now a matter of controversy.

The ICRC’s position  
within the Red Cross Movement

The ICRC was a member of the International Red Cross, indeed its founder. As 1956 
began, the Movement (i.e. the International Red Cross) comprised 74 officially recog-
nized National Societies (31 in Europe, 22 in the Americas, 5 in the Middle East, 11 in 
Asia, 2 in Oceania and 3 in Africa).35 It had sturdy roots in Europe, the Americas and 
some Asian countries, but it was hardly present at all in sub-Saharan Africa. And some 
National Societies had but very limited operational means at their disposal, while others 
existed only on paper or were totally subservient to their governments.

Since 1919, the National Societies had been grouped under their own umbrella 
organization: the League of Red Cross Societies. The League was set up in the wake of 
the League of Nations and was modelled on that organization. It survived the downfall 
of the League of Nations, not least because of the steadying hand of the ICRC at the 
outbreak of the Second World War. The ICRC worked within the framework of the 
Joint Relief Commission of the International Red Cross to involve the League in relief 
for civilians affected by the war. The League’s purpose was above all to coordinate the 
National Societies’ activities in peacetime: aiding the victims of natural or technological 
disasters, tackling epidemics, and providing medical and other care.

Despite the League’s existence, the ICRC retained major responsibilities vis-à-vis 
the National Societies, as it was the only Movement organization that had been there 
from the very beginning, over half a century before the League was created. For ex-
ample, the ICRC was responsible for monitoring compliance with the Movement’s 
Fundamental Principles, and had the role of recognizing new or reconstituted National 
Societies in accordance with the conditions for recognition that had been laid down. 
ICRC recognition had the effect of accrediting the new National Society on behalf 
of all existing National Societies, i.e. without the latter having to do this individually. 
The new National Society became a member of the Movement’s representative bodies: 
the Council of Delegates and the International Conference of the Red Cross. Though 
normally a simple matter, the recognition process gave rise to inextricable difficul-
ties when political controversy was involved, especially when the legal status of the 
State concerned was contested by other States. While working in conjunction with 
the League, the ICRC maintained its own lines of communication with individual 

35 RICR, No. 445, January 1956, back cover. In a clear effort to be impartial, this issue mentions both 
the Republic of Korea National Red Cross, which had been recognized on 26 May 1955, as well 
as the Red Cross Society of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, which was not recognized 
until 2 February 1956.
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National Societies. Finally, the ICRC cooperated with the League in preparing 
statutory meetings of the Movement’s ruling bodies.

The ICRC, the National Societies and the League together made up the International 
Red Cross (i.e. the Movement). In principle, the Movement was to meet every two 
years for the Council of Delegates, a representative body that devised strategies and 
worked out the approach to be taken jointly by the ICRC, the League and the National 
Societies to major problems. The Movement’s members were bound by the statutes of 
the International Red Cross, revised at the 1952 Toronto Conference. They were guided 
in their work by the Movement’s Fundamental Principles, whose exact wording had 
yet to be adopted. This would constitute one of the main challenges in the period from 
1956 to 1965, during which the Movement was deeply divided by the chasm of the 
Cold War: relations between National Societies on different sides of the Iron Curtain 
were no better than those between the governments.

The National Societies, the ICRC, the League and representatives of the States 
party to the Geneva Conventions all met at the International Conference of the Red 
Cross. The Conference was the Movement’s supreme deliberative body. In principle, it 
was to be convened every four years, but the political climate sometimes caused it to be 
postponed until tensions eased. Bringing together, as it did, the various members of the 
International Red Cross with the governments, the Conference was the ideal forum 
for discussing the development of humanitarian law and compliance with it.36 When 
1956 began, however, the ICRC was still licking the wounds inflicted on it at the two 
previous Conferences (1948 and 1952). The Soviet Union had boycotted the first of 
these, in Stockholm, on the grounds that the ICRC was among the inviting entities.37 
Soviet-bloc countries did attend the following Conference, held in Toronto, but they 
used the opportunity to make multiple attacks on the ICRC. And they voted against 
the revised statutes of the International Red Cross owing to the areas of competence 
assigned to the “so-called International Committee of the Red Cross”.38 The ICRC was 
therefore unable to count on support from the Movement in improving its relations 
with the countries of the Soviet bloc.

The Council of Delegates and the International Conference of the Red Cross were 
both bodies representing the entire Movement. They had both met regularly since the 
first International Conference, held in Paris in 1867. But the statutes adopted for the 
Movement in 1928 created a new body with many fewer participants: the Standing 
Commission of the International Conference of the Red Cross. It was composed of two 

36 Richard Perruchoud’s book (cited above) remains the definitive work of reference on the International 
Conference. Another useful source is Philippe Abplanalp, “The International Conferences of the 
Red Cross as a factor for the development of international humanitarian law and the cohesion of 
the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement”, IRRC, No. 308, September-October 
1995, pp. 520-549.

37 Seventeenth International Conference of the Red Cross, Stockholm, 20-30 August 1948: Report, Swedish 
Red Cross, Stockholm, 1948, pp. 31-34 and 91; Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., pp. 70-83.

38 Eighteenth International Conference of the Red Cross, Toronto, July-August 1952: Report, Canadian 
Red Cross Society, Toronto, 1952, pp. 96 -101. Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., pp. 97-111.
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ICRC representatives (one the president), two League representatives (one the presi-
dent), and five National Society representatives elected by the International Conference. 
In principle, the Standing Commission was to meet every six months, and more often 
if warranted by circumstances. It was originally intended as a body to mediate between 
the ICRC and the League, whose relations remained stormy for many years. By 1956, 
however, relations between the two organizations had improved and the Commission 
had become essentially a coordinating body to bridge the gaps between International 
Conferences and to prepare the next Conference.39

The decolonization process begun after the Second World War and accelerated by 
the Suez Crisis was increasing the number of National Societies. Making contact with 
newly formed Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and accompanying them through 
the process leading to their recognition, and entry into the International Red Cross, 
would be one of the ICRC’s main challenges in the period from 1956 to 1965.

The ICRC and the United Nations

Under the dynamic leadership of Dag Hammarskjöld (elected United Nations secre-
tary-general in 1953 and re-elected in 1957), the UN experienced a remarkable spurt 
of development, including the advent of peacekeeping forces to interpose themselves 
between the opposing sides in conflict zones around the world, supervising the decol-
onization process, and promoting international law, particularly human rights law. 
Hammarskjöld’s successor, U Thant, would play a crucial role in defusing the Cuban 
Missile Crisis of 1962.

Nurturing relations with the UN would itself be a major challenge for the ICRC 
in the second half of the 1950s and the first five years of the next decade. It was indeed 
natural for the organization to work closely with the world body, not least in war zones 
where peacekeeping troops were being deployed. Yet the ICRC feared that the UN 
would involve itself in activities that were the ICRC’s preserve. It also feared imperil-
ling its image of neutrality and independence by being seen to work so closely with an 
organization whose mandate was essentially political.

As surprising as it may seem, the ICRC of the 1950s and 1960s did not always 
rejoice in advances achieved by human rights law, which it sometimes viewed as unwel-
come competition and even as a threat. However, this did nothing to prevent it from 
offering its good offices to the UN when world peace was in greatest danger.

39 François Bugnion, “The Standing Commission of the Red Cross and Red Crescent: Its Origins, Role 
and Prospects for the Future”, in Liesbeth Lijnzaad, Johanna van Sambeek and Bahia Tahzib-Lie 
(eds), Making the Voice of Humanity Heard: Essays on Humanitarian Assistance and International 
Humanitarian Law in Honour of HRH Princess Margriet of the Netherlands, Martinus Nijhoff 
Publishers, Leiden & Boston, December 2003, pp. 41-59.
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The ICRC and the people who worked for it

Throughout the Second World War and the post-war years, the ICRC perceived itself 
as a Swiss organization at the service of the international community. It did not view 
itself as an international organization.

In terms of law, the ICRC is a private association as set out in the Swiss Civil Code 
beginning with Article 60. These provisions governing the right of association are very 
liberal. The ICRC’s status under Swiss law is therefore no different from that of any 
other association of private individuals, such as a students’ association, a sports club, 
or a cultural or charitable organization.

In January 1956, the International Committee had 18 members: 16 men and 2 
women.40 All were Swiss citizens. It should be pointed out that the rule requiring ICRC 
members to be Swiss had been laid down in the 1928 statutes of the International Red 
Cross, i.e. before it was introduced into the ICRC’s own statutes. This had, however, 
been the organization’s practice from the very beginning.

In 1956, the Committee members were mostly professional people: university pro-
fessors, bankers, senior civil servants or diplomats. Until the end of the First World 
War, they had all been from Geneva. Thereafter the Committee recruited its members 
from throughout Switzerland.

Of the 18 members at the beginning of 1956, 10 had been members of the ICRC 
during the Second World War or worked for it in some other capacity. Thus, both the 
ICRC and those running it continued to be scarred by that conflict.

In principle, the Committee was to hold a plenary meeting on the first Thursday 
of every month, though extraordinary sessions were organized when needed. The 
Committee as a whole determined general policy, the budget and accounting methods. 
It took all decisions affecting the entire organization. It was also in charge of moni-
toring the work of all ICRC bodies, including those carrying out the organization’s 
day-to-day administration.41

Between plenary sessions, the Committee’s business was conducted by the 
Presidential Council, which was composed of the president, the two vice-presidents 
and three Committee members elected by the plenary. The Presidential Council usually 
met weekly and could, if need be, hold meetings more often.42

40 RICR, No. 445, January 1956, back side of the cover. ICRC Annual Report, 1956, p. 4. This page 
features a list of the members of the ICRC and the Directorate. Swiss women were not granted the 
right to vote at the federal level until 1971. Women were excluded from Swiss political life and virtu-
ally absent from the board of directors and directorates of major Swiss companies, but in November 
1918, Renée-Marguerite Cramer became the first woman elected to the ICRC. Since that time, there 
has always been at least one woman on the Committee. Nevertheless, between 1956 and 1965, the 
ICRC was made up almost exclusively of men.

41 ICRC Archives, draft internal regulations of the ICRC enclosed with the convocation to the plenary 
meeting of 12 September 1957, Arts 10 to 13.

42 Ibid., Arts 14 to 19.
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1.  Léopold Boissier.  © Photopress (ICRC/CID, HIST-00656-02)
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Generally speaking, plenary Committee meetings and those of the Presidential 
Council were chaired by the ICRC president.43 Since Paul Ruegger’s election in 1948, 
the presidency had been a full-time, paid position, with the president playing a key role 
day-in and day-out. The Ruegger presidency saw a spectacular restoration of the ICRC’s 
fortunes.44 In early 1955, after seven years, President Ruegger announced his desire 
to step down, though he remained a Committee member until 1973 and carried out 
major missions for the organization, not least during the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis.45

To replace Ruegger, the ICRC turned to Léopold Boissier, who had been a member 
of the Committee since 1946, had chaired its Law Committee and been vice-president 
from 1950 to 1953. From a patrician family – he was the son of Edmond Boissier (him-
self once an ICRC member and vice-president) – Boissier was born in 1893 and studied 
in both Geneva and Zurich, ultimately obtaining a doctorate in law. He left a career as 
a Swiss diplomat to serve, from 1933 to 1953, as president of the Inter-Parliamentary 
Union, president of the Swiss Association for the League of Nations, and president of 
the Swiss Council of Associations for Peace. Boissier also held a professorship in com-
parative constitutional law at the University of Geneva and published several works, 
including Regards vers la paix (1943) and Nouveaux regards vers la paix (1944).46 Both 
of these were written while the war raged and both bear the mark of that period. In 
them, Boissier asks how a peace could be achieved that would not be undermined by the 
defects of the Versailles Treaty. In his view, any lasting peace would have to be based on 
a balance of power. Naturally, neither of these books had any influence on what actually 
happened after the Second World War. It was the victors – and the victors only – who 
forged, by means of their agreements and disagreements, a new international order. 
Anyone who had not fought alongside the victors had no say. Nevertheless, these two 
books reflected the concerns of the future ICRC president. The question of peace would 
be a prominent one throughout his presidency.

Boissier became president in September 1955,47 so he was relatively new to office 
when confronted with two of the gravest crises of the Cold War: the Hungarian rev-
olution and the Suez conflict.

Boissier served for nine years. When he stepped down in 1964, the Committee 
elected Samuel Gonard to replace him.48 Gonard was born in 1896. After receiving a 
law degree, he became an officer and instructor in the Swiss army. In 1939, Gonard was 
named chief of staff to General Henri Guisan, who had recently been appointed the 

43 Ibid., Art. 20.
44 On the ICRC’s recovery in the years from 1948 to 1955, see Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., passim.
45 On the personality and role of Paul Ruegger, see Victor Umbricht (ed.), Paul Ruegger: pour son 

80e anniversaire, 14 août 1977, Druck A. Schudel & Co, Basel, 1977.
46 Léopold Boissier, Regards vers la paix, Editions de la Baconnière, Neuchâtel, 1943; Nouveaux regards 

vers la paix, Editions de la Baconnière, Neuchâtel, 1944.
47 406th Circular to the Central Committees of the National Red Cross Societies, 15 February 1955; 

ICRC Annual Report, 1955, pp. 6-7.
48 457th Circular to the Central Committees of the National Red Cross Societies, 4 September 1964. 

IRRC, No. 42, September 1964, pp. 475-476.
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army’s commander-in-chief. Guisan was considered the main architect of Switzerland’s 
defence strategy following France’s military collapse in 1940, when the small Alpine 
country found itself isolated in the heart of a Europe dominated by Nazi Germany. 
After the war, Gonard rose to the rank of division commander and, later, corps com-
mander. When he retired from the military, he took up a professorship at the Graduate 
Institute of International Studies in Geneva. He was elected a member of the ICRC 
in 1961, and carried out a number of missions for the organization to places such as 
Algeria, equatorial Africa, Yemen and Cyprus.

Among the senior staff who ran the organization’s day-to-day activities, two strong 
personalities loomed large: Roger Gallopin and Jean Pictet.

Born in Geneva in 1909, Gallopin received a doctorate in law after studies in 
Geneva, Munich and London. He entered ICRC service in 1936 as a legal expert. When 
the Second World War broke out, he was entrusted with key tasks at ICRC headquar-
ters, eventually becoming head of the Division for Prisoners, Internees and Civilians, 
deputy secretary-general, executive director, and finally director-general. Blessed with 
natural leadership skills, Gallopin had unrivalled influence on ICRC operations.

Jean Pictet enjoyed the same degree of influence in the spheres of law and organ-
izational statutes. Born in Geneva in 1914, Pictet obtained a law degree and came to 
the ICRC in 1937 as a legal expert. He, too, held key posts during the war: as secretary 
to the Committee, the Bureau and the office of the president. He eventually became 
President Max Huber’s closest aide and was placed in charge of legal affairs. Pictet was 
named director in 1946. Among other things, he was responsible for the preparatory 
work that led to the signing, on 12 August 1949, of the four new Geneva Conventions. 
He was also instrumental in preparing the new statutes of the International Red Cross, 
which were adopted in 1952. Pictet published a large number of works, notably Red 
Cross Principles, the French original of which was translated into Arabic, English, 
German, Japanese and Spanish. This book earned him a doctorate in law and served 
as the starting point for the process of drawing up the Fundamental Principles of the 
Red Cross, which were officially proclaimed by the 20th International Conference of 
the Red Cross (Vienna, 1965).49

Thus, the careers of Roger Gallopin and Jean Pictet ran roughly parallel: a few years 
before the outbreak of war, they came to work for a small organization with which they 
identified. They grew professionally along with the organization and eventually came 
largely to run it. Yet these two men who complemented each other to such an aston-
ishing degree, and who jointly ran the ICRC for a quarter of a century, never spoke to 
each other using the familiar French tu. No doubt their ability to work together was 
based more on respect for each other’s skills than on any actual friendship. And it was 

49 IRRC, No. 82, January 1968, pp. 21-23. In January 1956, in addition to Roger Gallopin and Jean 
Pictet, the Directorate was made up of David de Traz (deputy executive director), Edouard de 
Bondelli (deputy director-general) and Claude Pilloud (deputy director of general affairs). While 
de Traz was Gallopin’s deputy, and Pilloud that of Pictet, de Bondelli was in charge of administrative 
and financial matters.
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their ability to work together that guided the organization to safety through a number 
of potentially catastrophic storms.50

It was a small staff indeed that helped them do their work. As 1955 drew to a 
close, ICRC headquarters had a total of 187 personnel. Of these, 172 were salaried 
and 15 were volunteers.51 Lest these figures give the wrong impression, it should be 
remembered that over half of headquarters staff were working for the Central Agency 
for Prisoners of War, which was essentially engaged in tracing work left over from the 
Second World War.52 Indeed, the scope of the ICRC’s activities in response to past 
conflict had grown further that same year, when it had accepted responsibility for 
running the International Tracing Service, in Arolsen,53 West Germany, which had 
been set up to document what had happened to civilian victims of Nazi persecution.54

There was thus a marked staff shortage, given the task at hand, and it was more 
pronounced still in the field, where the ICRC had a mere 40 delegates, 30 of whom 
were working as unsalaried volunteers.55

To grasp the significance of these figures, one need only compare them with 
those for ICRC staff at the end of the Second World War, when 179 delegates were 
assigned to 76 well-established delegations. Those delegates were assisted by hundreds 
of locally recruited employees. In Geneva, meanwhile, staff in 1945 peaked at over 
3,900 people, almost 2,600 of whom were assigned solely to the Central Agency for 
Prisoners of War.56

By the mid-1950s there was a shortage of staff at headquarters and an even more 
acute shortage in the field.

The ICRC’s resources

ICRC action, the organization proudly proclaimed in Report of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross on its Activities during the Second World War, was “entirely 
humanitarian and impartial”. It should be primarily “based on the moral and phys-
ical needs of the various classes of war victims”. The ICRC had never “believed that 
it should make its services depend on the funds at its disposal at any given moment, 
nor on the reciprocity, simultaneous or successive, of interests of the belligerents 

50 On those post-war strategies, see Junod, op. cit.
51 ICRC Annual Report, 1955, p. 74.
52 In 1955, the Agency received over 74,000 letters, telegrams, lists, etc., and forwarded 50,000 letters. 

ICRC Annual Report, 1955, pp. 8-10.
53 In 1997, Arolsen, a spa town, was renamed Bad Arolsen, Bad being the word in German for ‘spa’.
54 ICRC Annual Report, 1955, pp. 10-12.
55 ICRC Annual Report, 1955, p. 74.
56 Report of the International Committee of the Red Cross on its Activities during the Second World War, 

Vol. 1: General Activities, pp. 82-83; Vol. 2: The Central Agency for Prisoners of War, p. 9.
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concerned”.57 However, this claim was scarcely matched by reality. The ICRC’s work 
imay be described as the art of the possible, especially when it comes to finances.

During the Second World War, the organization received major financing from 
the governments and National Societies of the United States, the United Kingdom 
and Canada, all of which agreed to transfer to the ICRC funds proportional to the 
weight of the relief supplies they sent it for delivery and distribution. Given the short-
ages that increasingly afflicted Germany and occupied Europe as the war dragged on, 
relief shipments by the ICRC grew ever more vital to the prisoners of war in German 
hands. To transport these supplies across the Atlantic, the ICRC chartered 11 ships. 
It received funds proportional to the value of the supplies. This enabled the organ-
ization to cover the cost of transporting the supplies and to maintain a fairly extensive 
worldwide network of delegations. These operations ended when Germany surrendered. 
The ICRC found itself, from one day to the next, deprived of its main source of funds, 
and courting bankruptcy. This situation obliged it to dismiss most of its headquarters 
staff and field delegates, even though the capitulation of first Germany and then Japan 
resulted in millions of German and Japanese soldiers being taken prisoner.

Despite draconian cost-cutting measures, the organization remained in dire finan-
cial straits throughout the initial post-war years. It was saved from total ruin only by 
the funds advanced to it by the Swiss government and by the swingeing cuts in staff 
and activities that it undertook.

The accounts for the year 1955 show expenditure of 3.240 million Swiss francs 
as against income totalling 2.334 million francs. This left a deficit of just over Sfr 
900,000.58 For 1956, the ICRC budgeted a total of Sfr 3.14 million of expenditure, 
and received as income Sfr 2.287 million.59 Even after the fall in value of the Swiss 
franc in this period has been taken into account, these remain very modest sums of 
money. The ICRC’s operational capacity was that of a small non-governmental organ-
ization. Its resources were in no way commensurate with the responsibilities that the 
international community had assigned it.60 And nothing suggests that the organization 
at that time had any real fundraising policy beyond regular dialogue with the Swiss 
authorities. Switzerland made a fixed contribution of half a million francs per year.61 

57 Report of the International Committee of the Red Cross on its Activities during the Second World War, 
Vol. 1: General Activities, p. 101.

58 ICRC Annual Report, 1955, pp. 66-67.
59 ICRC Annual Report, 1955, pp. 72-73.
60 The diplomatic conference of 1949 adopted a resolution urging States party to the Geneva 

Conventions to provide regular funding for the ICRC, given that “the Geneva Conventions require 
the International Committee of the Red Cross to be ready at all times and in all circumstances to 
fulfil the humanitarian tasks entrusted to it by these conventions” (Resolution 11, Resolutions of the 
Diplomatic Conference, Vol. 1, p. 362). Nevertheless, the ICRC’s financial situation was precarious 
from 1945 to 1955 and remained so during the years covered in this book.

61 On the financing of the ICRC and its policy with regard to fundraising, see: Jean-François Golay, 
Le financement de l’aide humanitaire: L’exemple du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, Peter 
Lang, Bern, 1990; Jacques Freymond, Georges Willemin and Roger Heacock, International 
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With its finances in such a state, the organization was unable to maintain a network 
of delegations worthy of the name.

In the February 1956 issue of the RICR, the ICRC published a list of the 29 dele-
gates representing it in Europe, Asia, Oceania, Latin America and Africa.62 Of these, 
only three were paid employees. The rest were volunteers.63 These volunteers had been 
recruited locally and worked only occasionally for the ICRC. For the most part, they 
were Swiss citizens employed by a Swiss company with a branch located in that part of 
the world. Thus, the organization had a total of three field delegates doing its humani-
tarian work in a professional capacity. In the years following the Second World War, the 
ICRC had a delegation in Paris, but none in London, Moscow, Peking or Washington.64

The most alarming aspect of all this is that the organization had clearly resigned 
itself to this obscurity. It realized that it was simply not in a position to maintain 
a long-term team of professional delegates of the sort it would need to face a major 
emergency. Over a decade after the end of the Second World War, the ICRC had still 
not recovered from the trauma suffered in 1945, when a financial crisis had forced it 
to dismiss, over the space of a few months, most of its headquarters and field staff.

It was thus in no position to exercise any real humanitarian diplomacy. Though the 
ICRC claimed the right to measure its work according to the needs of those affected 
by war, financial reality obliged it to live within its means, which were now paltry. As 
the proverb goes, the organization had been forced to cut its coat according to its cloth; 
in this case, that meant making do with a handkerchief.

Thus, the ICRC that was about to confront two of the gravest crises of the Cold 
War – the Suez conflict and the Hungarian revolution, which occurred virtually sim-
ultaneously – was an organization whose international position was contested by the 
Soviet Union and its allies, and whose resources were absurdly insufficient to discharge 
the mandate assigned to it by the international community.

Sources

By virtue of its tasks, the ICRC had been in the thick of many of the 20th century’s 
crises. Throughout its history, the organization had kept meticulous archives. It there-
fore possesses a large and valuable historical record. That said, choices have had to be 
made in the writing of this book, since it has been impossible to make a thorough 
search of all the documents that accumulated during the period from 1956 to 1965. 
It would have constituted more than a lifetime of work.

We have therefore relied on the following sources.

Organization and the Evolution of World Society, Vol 2: The International Committee of the Red 
Cross, M. Nijhoff, Dordrecht, 1984.

62 RICR, No. 446, February 1956, pp. 97-100.
63 Ibid.
64 Ibid.
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Unpublished sources

• Minutes of the plenary Committee meetings and those of the Presidential Council
• Correspondence from the delegations, including delegates’ reports on their work 

and other documents reporting on that work

These documents are naturally written almost exclusively in French.

Published sources

• Press releases and other forms of public communication
• Notices published in the Revue internationale de la Croix Rouge (translated from 

1961 on as the International Review of the Red Cross)
• Issues of the ICRC’s Annual Report

A work covering a single episode in ICRC history might well make use of government 
and National Society archives. We were unable to conduct such systematic research. 
Nor did we search newspapers to find accounts of ICRC operations.

This book is thus based on ICRC sources. It aims to tell the story – as it stands in 
the ICRC’s archives and publications – of the organization during the decade under 
review. It is our hope that other historians will take up the story and tell it in a new 
light by delving into other archives, above all those of governments.

The ICRC’s archives for the years 1956 to 1965 are now open to the public, which 
means that historians have access to the same material that we have used and may 
conduct their own research into this period.65

*

Let us hope that this work will enable researchers, students, Red Cross and Red 
Crescent volunteers, and anyone else interested in humanitarian action, to better under-
stand the ICRC, the principles guiding its work, the challenges it has confronted, and 
its successes and failures.

Let us hope that a better understanding of its past will enable the ICRC to have a 
better grasp of its situation today, and will provide better guidance for the organization 
as it goes about its task of giving people affected by war the most effective protection 
and assistance possible. Indeed, there is no hope of having a clear view of the present 
and of building the future if one has no understanding of the past.

Geneva, July 2009

65 The Indo-Pakistan conflict of 1965–1966 will not be addressed in this volume of the History of the 
ICRC because the archives have not yet been made public.
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Members of the International Committee of the Red Cross 
in January 1956

 – Max Huber, LLD, former president of the Permanent Court of International 
Justice, honorary president (1928)66

 – Léopold Boissier, LLD, honorary professor at the University of Geneva, former 
secretary-general of the Inter-Parliamentary Union, president (1946)

 – Jacques Chenevière, honorary doctorate (1919)
 – Lucie Odier, former head of the Home Nursing Service of the Geneva chapter of 

the Swiss Red Cross (1930)
 – Carl J. Burckhardt, PhD, former Swiss ambassador to France (1933)
 – Martin Bodmer, honorary doctorate (1940)
 – Ernest Gloor, MD, vice-president (1945)
 – Paul Carry, LLD, professor at the University of Geneva (1946)
 – Edmond Grasset, MD, professor at the University of Geneva, director of the Geneva 

Institute of Public Health (1946)
 – Paul Ruegger, former Swiss ambassador to Italy and Great Britain, former ICRC 

president, member of the Permanent Court of Arbitration (1948)
 – Henri Guisan, general and former commander-in-chief of the Swiss army (1948)
 – Alfredo Vannotti, MD, professor at the University of Lausanne (1949)
 – Rodolfo Olgiati, former director of Don suisse [Swiss war-aid organization] (1949)
 – Marguerite van Berchem, former head of the ICRC’s Central Agency for Prisoners 

of War (1951)
 – Frédéric Siordet, lawyer, the ICRC’s counsel since 1943 (1951)
 – Marcel Junod, MD, ICRC delegate from 1935 to 1946 (1951)
 – Ernest Nobs, former Swiss federal councillor (1952)
 – Guillaume Bordier, engineer, Harvard MBA, banker (1955)67

66 The years in brackets indicate when these members were appointed.
67 RICR, No. 445, January 1956, back cover.
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Members of the International Committee of the Red Cross 
appointed between January 1956 and December 1965

 – Adolphe Franceschetti, MD, professor of ophthalmology at the University of 
Geneva (1958)

 – Hans Bachmann, LLD, former deputy secretary-general of the ICRC (1958)
 – Jacques Freymond, PhD, director of the Graduate Institute of International Studies, 

professor at the University of Geneva (1959)
 – Dietrich Schindler, LLD, professor at the University of Zurich (1961)
 – Samuel Gonard, former corps commander in the Swiss army, former professor at the 

Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (1961), ICRC president as of 1 October 1964
 – Hans Meuli, MD, former head of the medical services of the Swiss army (1961)
 – Marjorie Duvillard, director of “Le Bon Secours” School of Nursing (1961)
 – Max Petitpierre, LLD, former president of Switzerland (1961)
 – Adolphe Graedel, former member of Switzerland’s National Council, former gen-

eral secretary of the International Metalworkers’ Federation (1965)

Members of the ICRC Directorate in January 1956

 – Roger Gallopin, executive director
 – Jean Pictet, director of general affairs
 – David de Traz, deputy executive director
 – Edouard de Bondelli, deputy director
 – Claude Pilloud, deputy director of general affairs



Part I
Autumn crises of 1956 

and the 19th International Conference 
 of the Red Cross

The death of Joseph Stalin gave rise to hopes of East-West détente, after years of 
mounting tensions characterized by the Berlin Blockade, the Korean War and the 
nuclear arms race. When the death announcement was made on 5 March 1953, many 
anticipated a thaw in relations, not least the French historian and journalist André 
Fontaine, who pointed out that Russians had far, far more to gain in terms of freedom 
than did people in the West.1

And indeed, after a few weeks of uncertainty as a new Soviet leadership took its place, 
signs of détente did appear. In Korea, negotiations suspended for long months resumed 
in late April and led to the signing in July of an armistice agreement at Panmunjom.

Progress over Korea opened the way for the start of the Geneva Conference that 
same spring, which culminated in July – two months after the French defeat at Dien 
Bien Phu – in the Geneva Accords for a ceasefire in Indochina.

In Europe as well, there were signs of tensions easing. The Austrian State Treaty – a 
peace agreement in everything but name – was signed in May 1955, restoring an inde-
pendent Austrian State. For the first time since 1945, the Red Army withdrew from 
territory it had occupied during the war. In September of that same year, West German 
Chancellor Konrad Adenauer visited Moscow. His visit, which would have been simply 
unthinkable only two years previously, led to the establishment of diplomatic rela-
tions between the USSR and the Federal Republic of Germany, a country the Soviet 
Union had until recently ridiculed as a haven for fascists. It also opened the way for an 
agreement to release German prisoners of war still being held in the USSR.

Such a seismic shift in international relations was bound to cause tremors in the 
countries of Eastern Europe. In June 1953, riots erupted in East Berlin. These were 
brutally repressed by Soviet tanks. The process of de-Stalinization – in particular 
Nikita Khrushchev’s February 1956 “secret speech” to the 20th Congress of the Soviet 
Communist Party – quickened the course of events. In June of that year, rioting broke 
out in Poznan, Poland, and then in October in Budapest. In both Warsaw and Budapest, 
Party leaders thought they could weather these crises by naming as head of government 
a figure who enjoyed popular support. But while the naming of Wladyslaw Gomulka 
as head of the Polish United Workers’ Party caused calm to return in Poland, the 
appointment of Imre Nagy as chairman of the Council of Ministers only exacerbated 

1 André Fontaine, Histoire de la guerre froide, Librairie Fayard, Paris, 1967, Vol. I, pp. 75-76.
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the crisis in Hungary. On 24 October 1956, the anti-Soviet revolution prevailed in 
Budapest. It was then crushed with great brutality.

While Soviet tanks were headed for Budapest, Britain, France and Israel were 
launching the disastrous Suez expedition.

These two crises, which André Fontaine aptly described as “the first moment of 
truth” in the East-West confrontation,2 forced the International Red Cross to postpone 
the 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, due to be held in New Delhi in 
late 1956. The Conference finally went ahead in late 1957, but it was strongly marked 
by the twin crises of autumn 1956.

How was the ICRC to deal with the Hungarian revolution and the Suez Crisis at 
the same time? What impact would this have on the New Delhi Conference? These 
questions are dealt with in the next three chapters.

2 Ibid, p. 237.



Hungary 
(1956–1957)

In Eastern Europe, 1956 was above all the year that marked the beginning of de-Sta-
linization, following Nikita Khrushchev’s famous report on Stalin’s crimes, which he 
made to the 20th Congress of the Soviet Communist Party in February.

The report was presented to a closed session, but it was not long before copies were 
in clandestine circulation. In June, the US State Department published the document.1

Khrushchev’s report sent shock waves across Eastern Europe. This was due not 
only to the scale of the crimes so suddenly revealed, but also to the change of course 
that it appeared to represent in the Soviet Communist Party. The leaders of the 
Communist regimes in Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary, Poland 
and Romania – who owed their rise to support from Stalin – suddenly felt themselves 
walking on thin ice.

Khrushchev’s revelations were soon to have repercussions, in Poland for example, 
where thousands of political prisoners were released in April of the same year. Among 
them was Wladyslaw Gomulka, who had been secretary-general of the Polish United 
Workers’ Party from 1943 to 1948. He had been dismissed in 1948 for “right-wing 
and nationalist deviation” and jailed in 1951. In late June, rioting erupted in Poznan. 
Four months later, Gomulka was named first secretary of the Party.

Repercussions were also felt in Hungary. In July, Matyas Rakosi – Party first secre-
tary, who had ruled the country with an iron fist since the Communist takeover – was 
dismissed and replaced by Ernö Gerö, viewed like Rakosi as a faithful follower of Stalin. 
In early October, a crowd of 300,000 people gathered to mark the death of Lazlo Rajk, 
Hungary’s former interior minister, who had been hanged in 1949 after a show trial. 
He had been rehabilitated in March 1956.

Gomulka’s return to power in Poland caused a sensation in Budapest, and on 
23 October tens of thousands of Hungarians demonstrated in front of the statue of 
General Bem, the Polish hero of the Hungarian revolution of 1848.2 The authorities 
first banned the demonstration, then allowed it, reflecting the disarray in the corridors 
of power.

1 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives 1955-1956, 21-28 July, 1956, pp. 14992-14997. 
2 Since the Austrian government was preoccupied with the revolution in Vienna, the tsar sent his 

army to crush the Hungarian uprising of 1848. The Russian intervention and the repression that 
followed deeply traumatized the collective Hungarian psyche.
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The demonstration then moved towards the home of Imre Nagy, a former follower of 
Béla Kun. In 1919, Kun had set up the short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic based on 
the Russian model.3 Nagy was then living in exile in Moscow; he returned to Hungary 
with the Soviet troops in 1944. He later served successively as agriculture minister, 
interior minister, speaker of the National Assembly and chairman of the Council 
of Ministers until his dismissal in January 1955. He had been popular for opposing 
Matyas Rakosi’s excesses, in particular the forced collectivization of agriculture.

Seeing the size of the demonstration in support of Nagy, the Hungarian leadership 
immediately appointed him Council chairman. A long-time Communist activist and 
fervent patriot, Nagy set about attempting to reconcile the irreconcilable, i.e. satisfy 
Moscow while making enough concessions to the rebels to contain the uprising. The 
Politburo’s prevarications, alternating as they did with shows of force, prompted Nagy 
to identify increasingly with the rebels. This led to his downfall. The Kremlin had 
agreed, the previous year, to withdraw its forces from Austria, never part of the Soviet 
buffer zone; but it was not prepared to tolerate the defection of a Warsaw Pact member.

Nagy’s appointment was not enough to calm the crowd. Party First Secretary 
Ernö Gerö made a declaration on Radio Budapest that showed how blind he was to 
the reality of the situation. In a statement of unconditional support for the Moscow 
line, Gerö condemned “people who seek to pit proletarian internationalism against 
Hungarian patriotism”.4 This was taken by the rebels as a provocation and shots were 
fired in front of the radio station, which students were attempting to penetrate in order 
to broadcast a manifesto. At 8.30 that evening, the giant statue of Stalin in Budapest’s 
Civic Park was toppled. That night, students went to military bases and seized weap-
ons.5 The following day, a general strike was called.

At 9am on 24 October, Radio Budapest announced that a state of emergency had 
been proclaimed. Anyone causing a disturbance could be executed. In a subsequent 
announcement, the radio station made the following statement: “In accordance with 
the terms of the Warsaw Pact, the authorities have called for assistance from Soviet 
troops stationed in Hungary. In response to the government’s request, Soviet troops 
are now helping to restore order.” And indeed Soviet tanks were taking up positions 
in Budapest. A number of Hungarian troops – including officers, notably Colonel 
Pál Maléter – went over to the rebels. Towards the end of the morning, it was becoming 
clear that the Soviet troops could now count on support only from the Hungarian 
secret police. Meanwhile, a large number of Soviet troops were fraternizing with the 
demonstrators. János Kádár, a former interior minister who had been dismissed for 
“Titoism” five years previously and released from prison only a few months previously, 
replaced Ernö Gerö as Party first secretary.

3 After the First World War, Béla Kun set up a communist regime in Hungary. Three months later, 
the regime was overturned and many of its leaders took refuge in Russia.

4 Quoted from Fontaine, Histoire de la guerre froide, Vol. II: De la guerre de Corée à la crise des alliances, 
Librairie Fayard, Paris, 1967, p. 242.

5 Since the regime had imposed conscription, most students had received military training and knew 
how to use these weapons.
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4.  Hungary, 1956–1957. ICRC trucks crossing Austro-Hungarian border. 
 © Hungarian Red Cross (ICRC/CID, V P HU-N-00022-02)

3.  Hungary, 1956–1957. Budapest street scene. 
 © Hungarian Red Cross (ICRC/CID, V P HU-N-00022-17)
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Over the next few days, fighting intensified in Budapest and revolutionary councils 
seized power in provincial towns.

On 28 October, Imre Nagy ordered government forces to cease fire. He announced 
that agreement had been reached with the Soviet authorities to withdraw their troops 
stationed in Hungary. He further announced the abolition of the one-party system 
and ordered the release of political detainees, including Cardinal József Mindszenty. 
On 29 October, Soviet troops began withdrawing from Budapest.

Most provincial cities were in rebel hands. The city of Györ, where a provisional 
revolutionary council had been formed under the leadership of Attila Szigethy – a 
member of Parliament for the National Peasants’ Party – became the rallying point 
for the rebels.

On 30 October, finally, Radio Moscow announced that the Soviet government rec-
ognized the equality of rights between the Soviet Union and the “people’s democracies” 
and had instructed its military commanders to withdraw Soviet units from Budapest 
as soon as this was deemed necessary by the Hungarian government. The revolution 
appeared to have triumphed.

The situation took a new turn the following day when Soviet troops occupied all 
Hungarian airports and encircled Budapest. In response, Imre Nagy, who had taken 
over the foreign affairs portfolio, proclaimed Hungary’s neutrality and its withdrawal 
from the Warsaw Pact. János Kádár disappeared. It emerged later that he had secretly 
fled to the Soviet Union. The Soviet military authorities agreed on 3 November to 
discuss matters with representatives of the Hungarian armed forces, including General 
Maléter, the hero of the uprising, who had just been named defence minister. However, 
at midnight during the talks, the Hungarian negotiators were arrested. The next day, 
4 November, Soviet armoured vehicles forced their way into Budapest. Nagy announced 
on the radio that Soviet troops were attacking Budapest. “Today at dawn,” he said, 
“Soviet forces launched an attack on our capital, with the obvious intention of over-
throwing the legal, democratic government of Hungary. I am making this announce-
ment to inform the people of Hungary, and the entire world, of these events.”6

This appeal to the outside world went unanswered in practical terms. Messages 
of solidarity converged on Budapest from around the world, but the Western coun-
tries – who had so recently voiced their encouragement for the rebels and in some 
cases encouraged them to go further – were clearly not prepared to risk a military 
confrontation with Moscow by actively supporting an uprising on the other side of 
the Iron Curtain.

On 29 October – a day after Nagy announced the agreement that seemed to con-
firm the revolution’s success – Israel launched an attack on the Sinai peninsula. The 
next day – following a script drawn up in advance with the Israelis – France and Britain 
addressed an ultimatum to both Israel and Egypt. The next day their planes bombed 
Egyptian airbases. Their troops landed in Egypt on 5 November, the very day of the 

6 Fontaine, op. cit., p. 258; Keesing’s Contemporary Archives 1955-1956, 10-17 November, 1956, 
p. 15192.
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presidential election in the United States, their ally whom they had not consulted. 
A disastrous failure, the expedition flipped the political chessboard and enabled the 
USSR to pose as protector of countries in Asia, Africa and the Middle East, while 
Western divisions were there for all the world to see at the very moment when the 
West faced one of the most daunting challenges of the Cold War.

Imre Nagy’s dramatic appeal of 4 November would be his last public act. He took 
refuge in the Yugoslav embassy while János Kádár and three former ministers published 
an open letter declaring that they constituted a “revolutionary workers’ and peasants’ 
government” that had requested the aid of Soviet forces.

It was only a few hours before the Red Army was occupying bridges and other 
strategic positions in the city, but it faced determined resistance from the rebels, who 
had been joined in large numbers by personnel from the Hungarian army. Over the 
days that followed, Soviet forces occupied the rest of the country. Fighting lasted until 
the night of 10 November.

It was the heaviest fighting that Europe had seen since the end of the Second World 
War. Bitter clashes in the city, involving tanks and artillery, caused mass casualties among 
both combatants and civilians. Many buildings were badly damaged or destroyed.7 
Over November and December, thousands of people were arrested, and some 200,000 
Hungarians poured across the Austrian and Yugoslav borders. On 22 November, 
Imre Nagy and his comrades, having received assurances from János Kádár, left the 
Yugoslav embassy. They were immediately arrested and deported to Romania, before 
being returned to Hungary some time later. In June 1958, a brief communiqué from 
the justice ministry announced that Nagy, Pál Maléter and two other members of the 
former government had been sentenced to death and immediately executed.8

Legal basis for ICRC action

When the Hungarian revolution erupted, both Hungary and the Soviet Union 
were party to the 1949 Geneva Conventions.9 But they failed to agree about the 
existence of an armed conflict, let alone whether it was an international or non- 
international conflict.

For the rebels it was an international conflict between the USSR and Hungary. 
The government gradually aligned itself with the revolutionary viewpoint of the rebels. 

7 In his report of 31 January 1957 to the ICRC’s Presidential Council, André Bovey, a delegate in 
Budapest, estimated that the destruction in November 1956 was greater than in 1945 (ICRC Archives, 
A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council, “Rapport de M. Bovey sur sa mission à Budapest”, 
p. 4) [in French only, as were all internal reports in that period to ICRC governing bodies].

8 In July 1989, the Hungarian supreme court overturned Imre Nagy’s conviction and sentence, and 
exonerated him on the very day his former fellow party member, János Kádár – who had supported 
his conviction and perhaps even ordered it – died of pneumonia.

9 The USSR had ratified the 1949 Geneva Conventions in May 1954, and Hungary did so in August 
of the same year.
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For the Soviet government, however, the events in Hungary constituted a counter-rev-
olution that had to be crushed, in accordance with the terms of the Warsaw Pact.10

A conflict’s definition in legal terms is the deciding factor as to which body of law 
is applicable to it, and therefore decisive also as to the possibilities for action by the 
ICRC. In the case of the Hungarian revolution, there was no undisputed legal basis 
upon which the organization could act. This obstacle for the ICRC was all the more 
serious as its past contacts with the USSR and the other countries of the Soviet bloc 
had been riddled with difficulties. For a number of years the organization had been 
unable to take any action on the other side of the Iron Curtain. Its relations with the 
members of the Soviet bloc did not amount to much; and where such relations existed, 
they bordered on the toxic.

It was in this complex legal context burdened by a difficult and painful past, of 
which the ICRC was fully conscious, that the organization set out to help people 
affected by the conflict.

Sending in relief supplies and delegates

On 26 October, as street fighting raged in Budapest, the ICRC decided to try to under-
take protection-and-assistance work inside Hungary. The next day it received an initial 
appeal from the Hungarian Red Cross for transfusion equipment, blood for transfusion 
and wound-dressing materials. The organization appealed in its turn to 26 National 
Red Cross Societies for their aid in sending vital supplies into Hungary.11

With help from the Swiss Red Cross, the ICRC assembled a consignment of urgent 
supplies and, on the afternoon of 28 October, it dispatched this initial shipment in a 
chartered DC-3 under the escort of two delegates: Herbert Beckh and René Bovey.12 
After an overnight stop in Vienna, the plane landed in Budapest the next morning. It 
was the first aircraft to bring relief to Hungary from the West.13

The plane then returned to Vienna to pick up relief supplies arriving in Vienna in 
response to the ICRC appeal. It flew back and forth between Vienna and Budapest 

10 Isabelle Vonèche Cardia, Hungarian October: Between Red Cross and Red Flag: The 1956 Action of 
the International Committee of the Red Cross, ICRC, Geneva, 1999, p. 21.

11 Ibid., pp. 23-24.
12 Herbert-Georges Beckh (1904–1981) joined the ICRC in 1945 as head of the European sector. 

He was in charge of reuniting families in Germany and helping political detainees (see page 401, 
footnote 1). René Bovey was born in 1912 in the canton of Vaud. He obtained a degree in humanities 
and worked as a journalist, and as an instructor at the Ecole de commerce in Lausanne. He joined the 
ICRC in December 1944 as a delegate, first in Germany, then in Austria from May 1945 to 1946. 
He was head of information services and head of press from 1948 to 1956, and went on missions to 
the Republic of South Maluku (1951), Algeria (1955 and 1956) and Hungary (1956–1957). He left 
the ICRC in 1958.

13 ICRC Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, October 1956–June 1957, ICRC, Geneva, June 1957, 
p. 5. Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 23-24.
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six times before Soviet troops closed the airport on 31 October, at which point it was 
forced to reverse course and fly back to Vienna.14

As soon as they arrived in Budapest, the delegates contacted the Hungarian Red 
Cross and handed over their cargo. They decided that René Bovey would take charge 
of the ICRC operation in Budapest while Herbert Beckh attempted to get to Györ to 
speak with Attila Szigethy, one of the main rebel leaders.15

Public emotion aroused by the Hungarian uprising was such that relief supplies 
continued to flood into Vienna. The ICRC decided to send specialist delegates to 
the Austrian capital to coordinate the forwarding of the aid to Hungary together 
with the local National Society and the League of Red Cross Societies.16 A convoy of 
Austrian Red Cross ambulances, accompanied by ICRC delegate Jean de Preux, arrived 
in Budapest on 31 October.17

Little information is available about ICRC activities in Budapest and elsewhere as 
the days passed. The situation was changing from one hour to the next, which made it 
impossible for the delegates to supply details. In addition, communications between 
Hungary and the ICRC’s headquarters in Geneva were difficult. Working in Budapest, 
René Bovey strove to organize the reception of supplies arriving from Vienna and 
to coordinate with the Hungarian Red Cross the distribution of food and medical 
supplies. We do know from the summary of a telephone conversation between Bovey 
and Geneva on 2 November that he had just met with Professor Antal Babits, just 
named minister for health, and Istvan Sebes, deputy minister for foreign affairs. Both 
men asked Bovey to thank the ICRC warmly for everything it was doing for Hungary 
and promised their support, in particular with the issuing of visas.18 So it is certain 
that contact had been made by Bovey with the Nagy government, though there is no 
information about the exact content of his discussions.

Herbert Beckh made contact with the insurgents on 1 November. When he got 
to Györ a group of doctors handed him a list of the area’s needs. He then spoke for 
over an hour with Attila Szigethy, who unreservedly undertook to order his troops, in 
accordance with the Geneva Conventions, to treat humanely anyone they captured.19 
However, the next day, Beckh, now in Vienna, learned that insurgents had carried out 
executions in Budapest. He therefore returned to Györ, where the insurgent leaders 

14 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 5.
15 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (94) – 002 report by Herbert-Georges Beckh, 15 November 1956. (ICRC 

archive materials containing records of ICRC meetings and internal messages are in French, and 
occasionally German, only.)

16 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session of 1 November 1956.
17 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 6. Jean de Preux was born in 1920 in Valais. He had a 

doctorate in law and became an ICRC legal adviser in 1951. He worked in Indochina (1955–1956), 
Hungary (1956), Tunisia (1958) and Congo (1961–1962). He left the ICRC in 1985.

18 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-011, record of a phone call between René Bovey in Budapest, and 
Anny Pfirter and Anita Gudinchet in Geneva, 2 November 1956; note from the ICRC delegation 
in Budapest to the ICRC, 31 March 2008.

19 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-011 record of a phone call between Beckh and a Ms Reichmuth, 
1 November 1956.
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suggested that he speak in person on “Radio Liberation”. This he did, appealing to 
all combatants to treat wounded and captured adversaries humanely. His words were 
rebroadcast by rebel-held Radio Budapest. Before returning to Vienna, Beckh went 
to the border town of Sopron where, with Soviet troops only 12 km away, he visited 
29 prisoners still held by the rebels. He intervened to prevent the execution of several 
hundred members of the secret police in rebel hands.20

Jean de Preux returned to Vienna the day after his successful arrival in Budapest, 
and left once again the following day with a new convoy consisting of a dozen Austrian 
Red Cross trucks and ambulances plus two ambulances from the Belgian Red Cross.

When the convoy was ready to leave, news arrived that the main Vienna-Budapest 
road had been blocked by the Red Army. After some hesitation, de Preux and Austrian 
Red Cross officials decided to take a different, more southerly route. Once under way, 
they were surprised by a snowstorm and forced to spend the night in their vehicles. 
Arriving at the border the next day, they saw that the crossing barrier had been knocked 
down and the place deserted. They crossed but then, a few kilometres later, found that 
the road was blocked by a clutch of Soviet tanks in combat posture: buried up to the 
turret, a practice developed by the Red Army during the Second World War. After a 
discussion, they were allowed to go on their way, but with an accompanying soldier 
presented to them as an interpreter. As they approached Budapest, they saw columns 
of Soviet tanks on both sides of the road. They ‘bluffed’ their way along, with the 
ambulances’ sirens blaring. They finally reached Budapest without mishap and handed 
over the humanitarian supplies they had brought. What they had to report, however, 
came as chilling news to a city still in the grip of revolutionary euphoria.

At dawn the next day, 4 November, Jean de Preux was awakened by the sound 
of gunfire.21

Appeal to the belligerents

After Hungarian airports were occupied by Soviet troops on 31 October, the ICRC 
regularly broadcast the following message over Switzerland’s short-wave service:

At a time when the International Committee of the Red Cross, in conjunction with the 
principal National Red Cross Societies, is endeavouring to give Hungary, so sorely tried, 
the charitable aid the country requires, it wishes to recall several fundamental principles 
contained in the Geneva Conventions by which all peoples are bound.
(1) All those who do not take part in the fighting must be respected. The taking of hostages, 

in particular, is forbidden.

20 RICR, Supplement, Vol. IX, No. 12, December 1956, pp. 205-207.
21 ICRC Archives, Histoire orale du CICR, interview with Jean de Preux, 3 and 6 November 1992, 

transcript, pp. 81-85.
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(2) It is prohibited to kill or to wound an enemy who gives himself up. Prisoners must be 
treated humanely. In no case can sentence be passed on them without previous judgment 
pronounced by a regularly constituted court.

(3) The wounded and sick shall be collected and cared for without discrimination. The ICRC 
appeals to all concerned for the principles of these Conventions, which Hungary ratified 
in 1954, to be strictly respected.22

On 3 November, the ICRC also sent a telegram to the Hungarian and Soviet authorities, 
calling on both to facilitate the work of its delegates in Hungary and to ensure their 
safety.23 This was backed up by a telegram to Dmitri Shepilov, the Soviet foreign minister.24

At this stage, the ICRC confined itself to referring to the “principles” of the 
Geneva Conventions, which Hungary had ratified in 1954. The organization’s appeal 
of 31 October was inspired by (though did not quote) common Article 3. Article 3 
covers non-international armed conflicts.25 To the extent that the ICRC had given 
thought to the legal status of the situation in Hungary, therefore, it regarded the crisis 
as an internal conflict.

This reading can probably be explained by the fact that when it sent the appeal 
quoted above, the ICRC was still under the influence of Nagy’s announcement that an 
agreement had been reached with the Soviets, and of the declaration of 30 October on 
Radio Moscow that the Soviet government agreed to withdraw its troops from Budapest 
if so requested by the Hungarian government. The uprising therefore appeared to the 
ICRC to now be an essentially Hungarian matter.26

Budapest falls

Soviet troops entered Budapest on 4 November. The Hungarian Red Cross made a final 
telephone call to the ICRC, asking it to take action – in accordance with the rules of 
the Fourth Geneva Convention on the protection of civilians27 – to protect civilians 

22 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 7.
23 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-001, appeal from the ICRC to all civil and military authorities in 

Hungary; memento to the Hungarian and Soviet authorities, 3 November 1956 (in French only).
24 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-001, telegram to Dmitri Shepilov, Soviet minister for foreign affairs, 

3 November 1956 (in French only). Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 7.
25 “The Committee sent all parties to the conflict a simple, straightforward appeal, reminding them 

of the provisions of Article 3, common to all four Conventions”, ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, report 
presented by Gallopin at the Committee’s plenary session on 1 November 1956, SP Document 100, 
appended to the minutes of the session, p. 2.

26 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 26-27.
27 “Léopold Boissier spoke of the telephone call made to him by the Hungarian Red Cross that morning 

at 8, requesting that the ICRC take action to ensure that the provisions of the Fourth Geneva 
Convention were being applied to protect the civilian population from the fighting in Budapest”, 
ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council’s extraordinary meeting on 
4 November 1956, p. 1. ICRC Annual Report 1956, p. 14.
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exposed to the fighting. All communications with Hungary were then cut. Two ICRC 
delegates, René Bovey and Jean de Preux (who had just joined Bovey), were trapped 
in Budapest. Despite the intensity of the fighting, they made every effort to contact 
the Soviet authorities. On 4 November, de Preux spoke by telephone with the Soviet 
embassy, but was told that the embassy did not liaise with the military command. 
Finally on 8 November, de Preux took advantage of a lull in the fighting to make his 
way to a Soviet command post facing Margaret Island, in the middle of the Danube, 
and across from the Hotel Palatinus, where he was staying. There he was received by 
a colonel, who promised to send him a liaison officer. The next day, a Soviet captain 
speaking fluent English presented himself at the hotel. The following day, 10 November, 
de Preux was received by a general, who was surrounded by his staff. De Preux pro-
posed a ceasefire to tend to the wounded and sought permission for convoys to bring 
in relief supplies unhindered. He had another meeting with the general the next day 
and obtained a guarantee that Red Cross convoys could enter Hungary provided that 
the procedures for this were worked out with the Hungarian authorities. Between 
these two meetings, de Preux also contacted the Hungarian foreign ministry and the 
new leadership of the Hungarian Red Cross.28 His attempts to talk about the Geneva 
Conventions, however, got nowhere.29

The ICRC in Geneva, meanwhile, sent another telegram to the Soviet authorities, 
calling on them to comply with the four Geneva Conventions:

In view of current events in Hungary and in keeping with its traditional mission, 
International Committee of the Red Cross asks your Government ensure practical applica-
tion of the four 1949 Geneva Conventions – ratified by 58 States including Hungary and 
the Soviet Union – in order to protect prisoners of war and non-combatants. International 
Committee ready to shoulder tasks assigned it by Geneva Conventions and offers help with 
all humanitarian action considered useful. Sending identical message simultaneously to 
Hungarian Government. President.30

The ICRC also asked various radio services in Central and Eastern Europe to air, in 
both Hungarian and Russian, the following appeal:

28 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (65), telegram to the ICRC delegation in Vienna, 7 November 1956; 
B AG 251 094-005, report by Jean de Preux, “Mission à Vienne et Budapest, du 30 octobre au 15 
novembre 1956”; meeting between Jean de Preux and Françoise Perret, 25 August 1988. Report on 
the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 8.

29 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-005, report by Jean de Preux, “Mission à Vienne et Budapest, du 
30 octobre au 15 novembre 1956”, p. 5; Histoire orale du CICR, interview with Jean de Preux, 3 and 
6 November 1992, transcript, pp. 85-87.

30 ICRC Archives, B AG 201 094-001 and B AG 251 094-001, telegram from the ICRC to the Soviet 
government, 4 November 1956; an identical telegram was sent to the Hungarian government (in 
French only). ICRC Annual Report 1956, p. 14.
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The International Committee of the Red Cross makes the following solemn appeal to leaders 
and combatants:

The International Committee has been informed that fighting continues to rage in Budapest 
and that it has proved impossible to come to the aid of many wounded people. It therefore 
urgently calls on the leaders and combatants to agree to a ceasefire that will enable wounded 
people to be recovered and evacuated.

This appeal is being made by the International Committee on the basis of Article 15 of the 
First Geneva Convention.31

The appeal was repeated over the following days.
Finally, on 8 November, the ICRC sent a telegram to Georgi Andreyevich Miterev, 

president of the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR, urging 
him to take immediate action to obtain and convey to Geneva information about what 
was happening in Budapest.32

Whereas in its appeal of 31 October the ICRC had confined itself to calling for 
the principles of the Geneva Conventions to be applied, the message of 4 November 
sought implementation of all provisions of those Conventions. In addition, the organ-
ization was now addressing both the Soviet and the Hungarian authorities, and calling 
on the combatants to respect Article 15 of the First Geneva Convention. Given the 
massive scale of the Red Army’s operations, the ICRC was therefore now viewing the 
situation – without saying so explicitly – as an international armed conflict between 
the Soviet Union and Hungary.

Red Cross forges ahead, out of Vienna

In the days immediately after the Soviet show of force, the ICRC’s work in both 
Budapest and the provinces practically ground to a halt. The only place where the 
organization’s field staff could take useful action was Vienna, where relief supplies 
were continuing to arrive and where the ranks of Hungarian refugees were quickly 
swelling.33 A strict division of tasks between the various members of the Movement 
active in Vienna – the ICRC, the League, and the Austrian Red Cross – was absolutely 
necessary. Thus, on 2 November, the ICRC and the League came to an agreement by 
which the League would coordinate the sending to Vienna of relief supplies by the 
various National Societies, and would receive those shipments. The ICRC, meanwhile, 
would dispatch those supplies to Hungary and distribute them there in conjunction 

31 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 8.
32 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (94)-002, telegram from the ICRC to Dr Georgi Miterev, president of 

the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR, 8 November 1956 (in French 
only).

33 RICR, (English-language supplement), Vol. IX, No. 11, November 1956, pp. 193–194.
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6.  Hungary, November 1956. Danish Red Cross mobile kitchen. 
 © Hungarian Red Cross (ICRC/CID, V P HIST-02007)

5.  Hungary, 1956–1957. First trucks arrive in Budapest. 
 © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P HIST-02012)
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with the Hungarian Red Cross. The agreement assigned the task of helping refugees 
to the Austrian Red Cross.34

An initial convoy of 65 vehicles – consisting of ambulances, trucks transporting relief 
supplies, and other vehicles filled with delegates, doctors, nurses and mechanics – left 
Vienna on 9 November. The ICRC notified the Hungarian and Soviet authorities of 
the convoy’s departure, asking them to facilitate its crossing of the border. After a day 
spent waiting at the Sopron frontier post, the convoy was allowed to continue on its 
way to Budapest. It arrived there on 11 November, to the relief of Jean de Preux and 
René Bovey.35 From then on, ICRC trucks regularly transported cargoes of food and 
medical supplies from Vienna to Budapest. The ICRC also organized other means of 
transport: rail, and barges down the Danube.36

Key accords

Two weeks of fighting in an urban environment caused considerable death and destruc-
tion. In late 1956, it was ultimately estimated that some 2,700 people had been killed 
and 20,000 injured. In Budapest, 8,000 homes had been completely destroyed, a further 
35,000 partially. Several hospitals had sustained serious damage. A quarter of a million 
people found themselves utterly destitute.37

Precious stocks of food and medicine were destroyed. Production was paralysed by 
the general strike and the destruction. People were in danger of going without food 
and without coal needed for heating. While there was no acute shortage of vital items, 
it was difficult to find milk, eggs, salt and imported goods. Hospitals lacked insulin, 
antibiotics, bandages and X-ray film.38 A major relief effort was all the more urgent as 
winter was approaching.

The ICRC therefore decided to send its executive director, Roger Gallopin, to 
Vienna to work out a long-term agreement with the Hungarian Red Cross for human-
itarian aid. But what was left of the National Society after all the upheaval?

The National Society’s leadership, which was subservient to the Party, collapsed 
when the Nagy government took power.39 On 1 November, the government named 

34 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 9.
35 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-005, report by Jean de Preux, “Mission à Vienne et Budapest, du 

30 octobre au 15 novembre 1956”; A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 15 November, 
1956, p. 3.

36 ICRC Annual Report 1956, pp. 15-17. RICR, (English-language supplement), Vol. 10, No. 3, March 
1957, pp. 42–48; IRRC (English-language supplement), Vol. X, No. 4, April 1957, pp. 67–73; IRRC 
(English-language supplement), Vol. X, No. 5, May 1957, pp. 95–99; IRRC (English-language sup-
plement), Vol. 10, No. 11, November 1957, pp. 205–221.

37 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, pp. 15–16.
38 Ibid.
39 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, SP Document 104, “Rapport de Mr Gallopin”, appendix to the minutes 

of the Presidential Council on 22 November 1956, p. 1.
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Dr Zoltan Zsebök head of the Hungarian Red Cross. But Zsebök was prevented from 
taking office by the Soviet attack three days later,40 at which point a group of five 
eminent university professors – all of whom enjoyed great respect and had no political 
affiliation – took charge.41 On 16 November, in Vienna, the new leaders concluded the 
following agreement with the ICRC:

(1) The International Committee of the Red Cross assumes the control of the distribution 
in Hungary of relief supplies for the Hungarian population which have been or which 
will be entrusted to it by National Red Cross Societies, either directly or through the 
intermediary of the League of Red Cross Societies.

(2) The International Committee of the Red Cross will also assume the control of the distri-
bution of donations made on behalf of the Hungarian population which have been or will 
be entrusted to it either directly or through the intermediary of the Secretary-General of 
the United Nations Organization acting in agreement with the Hungarian Government.

(3) The distribution of these supplies through the neutral intermediary of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross shall be carried out in accord with the fundamental prin-
ciples governing its action, that is to say: strict impartiality and without any discrimin-
ation whatsoever other than the needs of the persons to be assisted.

(4) Towards this end the International Committee of the Red Cross shall, in agreement 
with the Hungarian Red Cross, draw up various programmes for assistance which shall 
be carried out progressively according to the urgency of the needs to be met and function 
of the available supplies. As an example, it has already been foreseen that assistance 
should in the first place be given to the sick, the wounded of all kinds, infants, expectant 
mothers, the aged and the infirm.

(5) All facilities shall be given to the International Committee of the Red Cross in order 
to enable it to set up a delegation in Hungary immediately, which shall include the 
following personnel required in order to:
(a) draw up, in agreement with the Hungarian Red Cross, the programme for assistance 

mentioned above;

40 Zoltan Csillag, Data about the Activity of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and 
the Hungarian Red Cross (HRC) in 1956–1957, Hungarian Red Cross, s.l., 1992, pp. 4–5. Vonèche 
Cardia, op. cit., pp. 31–32.

41 Professors Ferenc Földvàri, Boldisar Horvath, Tibor Nonay, Deszö Klimko and Ferenc Pommersheim. 
Dr Georges Killner was appointed executive-director, while Dr Michel Gedènyi was named director 
for the National Society’s external relations. ICRC Archives, B AG 121 094-002, letter from Dr 
Georges Killner to the ICRC, 11 November 1956; A PV C1 Pl, “Rapport de Mr Gallopin”, appended 
to the minutes of the Presidential Council on 22 November 1956, pp. 1–2. According to archive 
documents, René Bovey helped create this committee in the days following the Soviet intervention 
on 4 November 1956 (ibid., p. 7, and A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session on 
6 December 1956, p. 4). Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, pp. 10–11.
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(b) assure the protection and the management of the warehouses which the International 
Committee of the Red Cross will set up in the principal distribution centres;

(c) assure the transportation of supplies to or from these warehouses;

(d) assist in the actual distribution of supplies and in the reporting back to the 
International Committee of the Red Cross in Geneva on these distributions for the 
information of donors.

This personnel, mainly consisting of Swiss citizens, shall be placed under the orders of a 
Delegate-in-chief, with Headquarters in Budapest, who will be acting in close liaison with 
the representatives designated by the Hungarian Red Cross for this purpose.

(6) In order to allow for the efficient execution of the strictly humanitarian action of 
the International Committee of the Red Cross, the Hungarian Red Cross and the 
Hungarian Government shall see that in the exercise of its functions, the Delegation of 
the International Committee of the Red Cross in Hungary receives all aid and protection 
from all authorities, civil or military.

(7) The general dispositions of the present agreement shall be completed by a technical plan 
drawn up in agreement between the representatives of the Hungarian Red Cross and 
the Delegate-in-chief of the International Committee of the Red Cross in Budapest.

(8) The sole object of the present agreement being the distribution of relief supplies to the 
Hungarian population, it cannot be interpreted as restricting the other humanitarian 
activities which the International Committee of the Red Cross may be called upon to 
exercise in Hungary in conformity with the statutes of the International Red Cross or 
the provisions of the Geneva Conventions.42

The next day, the Hungarian ambassador in Vienna ratified the agreement on behalf 
of the Hungarian government.43

Two provisions deserve particular attention. The first is paragraph 3, which stipu-
lated that relief must be distributed in accordance with the Fundamental Principles of 
the Red Cross: “that is to say: strict impartiality and without any discrimination what-
soever other than the needs of the persons to be assisted”. This reflected the ICRC’s 
concern that those defeated, from 4 November on, must not be deprived of the op-
portunity to benefit from the operation.

The second is paragraph 8, intended to leave the way open to other ICRC activ-
ities. This was included at the ICRC’s request – the organization being concerned 
that the agreement not be used to prevent it from visiting captured combatants and 
political detainees.44

42 ICRC press release No. 538b, 17 November 1956. See also: Csillag, op. cit., p. 8.
43 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 10.
44 “This agreement mentions the ICRC’s traditional activities, which can be carried out above and 

beyond the arrangements made for distributing relief ” (translation), ICRC Archives, B AG 251 
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Once this accord was signed, the ICRC boosted its delegation in Budapest by 
sending two delegates there with special responsibility for working together with the 
National Society to ensure that a list of needs (in both Budapest and the provinces) 
was drawn up and that the most urgent were met first. Several more delegates were 
sent in the days that followed.

The ICRC also sent delegates to reinforce its personnel in Vienna, where relief was 
arriving without any prior coordination, which was creating confusion and adding to 
the difficulty of the operation.45

The United Nations did not wait for the agreement between the Hungarian Red 
Cross and the ICRC before making contact with the latter. The Security Council 
met as soon as the Soviet Union launched its assault on 4 November. Voting nine to 
one (with Yugoslavia abstaining), the Council called on the USSR to withdraw its 
troops from Hungary. The Soviet Union voted against the resolution, thus vetoing 
its adoption.

The matter was then brought before an extraordinary session of the General 
Assembly. The Assembly adopted a long resolution in which it “condemn[s] the use 
of Soviet military forces to suppress the efforts of the Hungarian people to reassert 
their rights … calls upon the Government of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
to desist forthwith from all attack on the people of Hungary and from any form of 
intervention, in particular armed intervention … and to withdraw all of its forces 
without delay from Hungarian territory … affirms the right of the Hungarian people 
to a government responsive to its national aspirations and dedicated to its independence 
and well-being … requests the Secretary-General to investigate the situation caused by 
foreign intervention in Hungary, to observe the situation directly through represen-
tatives named by him, and to report thereon to the General Assembly at the earliest 
moment”.46 This resolution was adopted by 50 votes to 8 (the latter those of the Soviet 
bloc), with 15 abstentions, including India, Yugoslavia and the Arab countries.

On 9 November, the General Assembly passed two further major resolutions. In the 
second of these it “[r]esolves to undertake on a large scale immediate aid for the affected 
territories by furnishing medical supplies, foodstuffs and clothes … [and] calls upon 
all Member States to participate to the greatest extent possible in this relief action”.47

The UN would pay a high price for its condemnation of Soviet intervention: the 
Hungarian government refused the presence on its territory of the UN or any UN 
agency. The UN therefore had no choice but to ship relief supplies into Hungary 
and entrust their distribution to others. Since the ICRC had been in Hungary since 

094-001, transcript of a phone call between Gallopin (in Vienna) and William Michel (in Geneva), 
16 November 1956. ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-018, note No. 351 from the ICRC to the del-
egation in Vienna, 17 June 1957.

45 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 22 November 1956.
46 UN General Assembly Resolution 1004 of 4 November 1956 (second special session).
47 UN General Assembly Resolution 1007 of 9 November 1956 (second special session). Resolution 

1006, which deals with aid to refugees, was adopted on the same day.



48 part i. autumn crises of 1956 / 19th international conference

29 October and was the only international body allowed to work there, the UN asked 
the ICRC to transport and distribute all supplies donated as a result of the resolution.

This request placed the ICRC in a difficult position. On the one hand, the UN was 
capable of mobilizing relief on a far greater scale than was the ICRC. On the other, the 
ICRC was allowed to work in Hungary precisely because it was totally independent 
of the UN. If it came to be viewed as an operational tool of the UN, it ran the risk of 
endangering its own work in Hungary. In the end, the ICRC demanded that the UN 
recognize its independence; it also required the UN to vow that the ICRC would not 
be acting as its subordinate in distributing UN aid in Hungary.48

On 4 December, therefore, the ICRC president concluded an agreement with the 
UN secretary-general under which the ICRC took on responsibility for distributing 
UN relief supplies to the Hungarian population, and under which the UN recognized 
the ICRC’s absolute independence and agreed that the distributions would be made 
in accordance with Red Cross principles. The accord further declared that the ICRC 
was the only organization that would be allowed to distribute UN relief in Hungary.49

ICRC relief work in Hungary gathers pace

Once agreements had been concluded with the League, the Hungarian Red Cross and 
the UN, the ICRC was able to lay ambitious plans for an emergency programme lasting 
six months, from December 1956 to June 1957. These plans did not involve aid for 
the entire population. Rather, the ICRC chose to concentrate on the most vulnerable 
members of that population. Together with the National Society, it launched 167 sep-
arate programmes, each with a specific objective or a specific group of beneficiaries:

(a) families of people killed during the events

(b) injured people and their families

(c) people who had lost their homes and had nowhere to go

(d) large families (three or more children)

(e) sick people, invalids, and the elderly (60 and up)

(f) non-hospitalized tuberculosis victims

(g) any person struggling to get by without sufficient income.50

48 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 15 November 1956, pp. 3–12 
and SP Document 102, “Télégrammes échangés entre les Nations unies et le CICR”, appended to 
the minutes of the Presidential Council on 15 November 1956; minutes of the Presidential Council 
on 22 November 1956, pp. 6–7 and 29 November 1956, pp. 4–6.

49 ICRC press release No. 549b, 5 December 1956.
50 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 16.
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The main types of aid were as follows:
• Family parcels: These weighed 4 kg each. They contained sugar, rice, pasta, tinned 

meat and milk, and where possible, chocolate, coffee and tea. In all, 1,860,000 such 
parcels were distributed, 745,000 of which had been packed in Budapest itself.

• Condensed or powdered milk: This programme benefited a total of 150,000 pregnant 
women, infants and young children.

• Food for children: This programme ensured that all children under six received one 
hot meal a day.

• Chocolate: Thanks to donations to which Swiss schoolchildren contributed, 
the ICRC distributed large quantities of chocolate in Hungarian schools. This, 
undoubtedly, was the programme that left the most lasting impression on 
young Hungarians.51

• Food for medical facilities: Some 560 tonnes were distributed in hospitals, sanato-
riums, asylums, etc.

• Medical equipment and supplies: Blood plasma and transfusion equipment, band-
ages, insulin, antibiotics, tuberculosis-related medicines, surgical instruments, diag-
nostic equipment, etc.

• Blankets: Blankets were distributed to hospitals and families in dire need.
• Clothing: Clothes and shoes – both new and used – were distributed to entire 

families whose homes had been destroyed in the fighting.
• Seed: Agricultural production had also suffered owing to the events of 1956. 

Large quantities of seed were therefore provided by the Food and Agricultural 
Organization and by individual Western countries.

• Coal: Both the general strike and destruction during the fighting caused a serious 
coal shortage. The delivery of almost 8,700 tonnes of coal enabled hospitals to heat 
buildings that were almost as cold as the outdoors.

• Window glass: Several hundred thousand windows were destroyed in the hostilities. 
This aggravated the heating problems caused by the coal shortage.52 Delivering 
23,000 cubic metres of glass enabled windows to be replaced in hospitals and other 
medical facilities and in people’s homes.

• Ambulances and other vehicles: During the fighting, the Hungarian Red Cross lost 
almost all its vehicles. The ICRC provided it with 17, 12 of them ambulances. Six 
other vehicles were given to various Budapest hospitals.53

51 As in other Warsaw Pact countries, it was already impossible, long before the events of October 
1956, to get chocolate in Hungary.

52 “They said that not a single window-pane was left intact in Budapest”, Histoire orale du CICR, 
interview with Jean de Preux, 3 and 6 November 1992, transcript, p. 86.

53 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, pp. 17–21.
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Since it was difficult to distribute certain items such as coal and seed, it was decided 
to sell them instead to hospitals and agricultural cooperatives, or to independent 
farmers. The proceeds from these sales were placed in an account administered jointly 
by the ICRC and the Hungarian Red Cross. These funds enabled the National Society 
to carry out its work.54

According to figures provided by the National Society, 615,000 people in Budapest 
(about a third of its population) and 400,000 people in the provinces benefited from 
the programmes outlined above.55

To ship in relief and supervise its distribution, the ICRC eventually sent 150 dele-
gates – all Swiss citizens – to Austria and Hungary.56

Given the scale of destruction in Budapest, but also for political reasons, the ICRC 
did not consider it wise to store there the supplies needed to carry out its various activ-
ities. It preferred to set up a major logistics base in Vienna and asked National Societies, 
governments and the UN to send straight to the Austrian capital, any food, medicine 
or other relief they donated.57

Initially these supplies were then transported to Hungary by road, and the ICRC 
used 126 vehicles for this purpose. Beginning in December, they also began to go by 
rail and river barge.58

To coordinate such a large operation, the ICRC placed the Swiss parliamentarian 
Georg Rütishauser, a supply expert, in charge. It gave him the title ‘ICRC delegate-gen-
eral for Hungary’. Aided by a range of specialists, Rütishauser directed the work of the 
delegations both in Budapest and Vienna.59

Hungary had traditionally had an abundance of agricultural produce, and the 
ICRC was at pains to avoid creating dependency. That is why it designed an operation 
that would terminate in June 1957. In May of that year, the group of professors heading 
the Hungarian Red Cross was replaced by individuals named by the authorities.60 This 

54 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s Plenary Session on 7 February 1957; A PV 
A Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 21 February 1957, p. 5.

55 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, pp. 16–17.
56 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., p. 37. By December 1956, the ICRC delegation in Budapest already had 

33 staff members (ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-001, “Personal” note from the delegation in 
Vienna to the ICRC, 17 December 1956). In a report on his mission to Vienna and Budapest, Roger 
Gallopin noted that there were 40 staff members, while 500 people were employed by the Hungarian 
Red Cross for relief work (ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 17 
January 1957, p. 2).

57 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, pp. 12–14.
58 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 13; Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 34–35. During the emer-

gency phase, the ICRC was able to use the railways free of charge to bring relief supplies to Hungary. 
In the winter, supplies could not be transported along the Danube owing to ice floes.

59 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 11. Georg Rütishauser (1901–1981) was born in Zurich and 
began his political career in 1937 as a member of the lower chamber of the Swiss federal parliament 
from 1955 to 1963. He became a colonel in the Swiss army, specializing in supply problems. On 
1 December 1956, the ICRC appointed him delegate-general and put him in charge of organizing 
the relief work in Hungary.

60 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 29.
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did not prevent the ICRC from signing a new agreement with the National Society 
in late June providing for extension of the relief operation, though much reduced and 
largely concentrating on medical aid.61

This new focus – phased in during spring – had this purpose: to re-equip hospitals 
whose equipment and supplies had been destroyed in the fighting. By contrast, the 
ICRC did not feel it was within its role to meet the Hungarian Red Cross’s request, 
which was far more ambitious: to go beyond replacing what had been lost in the fighting 
and completely modernize the country’s medical equipment. The ICRC believed its role 
was limited to emergency aid to address needs created by the conflict.62 In addition, 
though it was organizing a large-scale relief operation, the ICRC was keenly aware of 
the precarious state of its funding base.63

The agreements with the League, the Hungarian Red Cross, the UN and other or-
ganizations enabled the ICRC to conduct, until October 1957, a vast operation to help 
people in Hungary.64 In its Annual Report for that year, the ICRC estimated that it 
had shipped into Hungary aid worth a total of Sfr 88 million.65 This was 28 times the 
budget – for its activities worldwide – with which it had opened the year 1956. Most of 
those Sft 88 million had been spent on food, clothing, medicine and hospital equipment.66

The main donors had been Denmark, France, West Germany, Great Britain, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and the United States.67

In October 1957, the ICRC decided to close its delegation in Budapest. However, it 
agreed to build a workshop there to produce artificial limbs. This may seem surprising 
in light of the fact that relatively few people had lost limbs in the events of 1956.68 Its 
main purpose was, in fact, to help people who had lost limbs in the Second World War.

One might wonder why the organization agreed to support this project, which by 
definition meant a long-term commitment, as prostheses would wear out and have to be 
replaced. The explanation is that the project constituted a lasting foothold in Hungary 
after the relief operation had ended. It meant a pretext for sending representatives to 
Budapest from time to time.69 Because the ICRC remained concerned about what was 
happening to captured combatants and political detainees.

61 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 37–38.
62 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 28 March 1957.
63 Ibid.
64 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary. Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 31–39.
65 The present-day equivalent would be over Sfr 350 million.
66 ICRC Annual Report 1957, p. 17. The ICRC drew up a budget of Sfr 3.14 million in expenses for 

1956, including all activities carried out at headquarters and in the field – an amount corresponding 
to the expenses in 1955. That means that the cost of relief work in Hungary amounted to 28 times 
the funds allocated for all ICRC activities throughout the world. Donations in kind became a sig-
nificant source of resources. Minutes from its meetings during this period show that the ICRC was 
under financial pressure, limiting the work it could otherwise have carried out in other domains.

67 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, pp. 24–25 and 46–50.
68 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 38–39.
69 “As for maintaining a presence in Hungary, which the Committee deems to be necessary, this could 

perhaps be done by reuniting families and, equally as important, assisting war-disabled people”, ICRC 
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Captured combatants and political detainees

The ICRC had hoped that the huge relief operation it was carrying out in Hungary 
with support from the UN and in conjunction with the Hungarian Red Cross would 
help clear the way for its traditional protection work in behalf of captured combatants 
and political detainees. This turned out not to be the case.

Yet helping detainees had been one of the ICRC’s concerns from the early days of its 
work in Hungary, as demonstrated by Herbert Beckh’s actions to protect members of 
the secret police threatened with execution by the rebels in Györ and Sopron. It surfaced 
in the early deliberations of ICRC decision-making bodies about the Hungarian crisis.70 
It was reflected in the instructions given to delegates leaving for Vienna and Budapest.71 
In the November 1956 agreement with the Hungarian Red Cross, the ICRC inserted 
a provision requiring that the agreement “not be interpreted as restricting the other 
humanitarian activities that the International Committee of the Red Cross could find it 
necessary to carry out in Hungary in accordance with the Statutes of the International 
Red Cross or the provisions of the Geneva Conventions”. This was intended precisely to 
keep the way open for approaches to gain access to captured combatants and political 
detainees.72 Roger Gallopin lost no time in raising the issue of people arrested and 
deported with the Hungarian ambassador in Vienna,73 while René Bovey conveyed 
the ICRC’s request to the officials he met with in Budapest, in particular during two 
meetings with Karoly Szarka, deputy minister for foreign affairs. 74

Delegates leaving for Hungary were instructed to do their best to obtain informa-
tion about the status and conditions of detention of people who had been captured, 
and to ascertain their identity, whether the detainees were allowed to communicate 

Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s Plenary Session on 7 March 1957, p. 2. Vonèche 
Cardia, op. cit., pp. 59-63.

70 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, “Evénements de Hongrie. Rapport présenté par M. Gallopin en séance 
plénière du Comité le 1er nov. 1956”, SP Document 100, appended to the minutes of the plenary ses-
sion of 1 November 1956, pp. 2–3 and SP Document 106, report by Gallopin on his second mission 
to Vienna, appended to the minutes of the plenary session on 6 December 1956, pp. 4–5; A PV C1 
Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 15 November 1956, p. 12 and SP document 103, 
“Instructions concernant les personnes détenues en Hongrie à la suite des évenements”, appended to 
the minutes of the Presidential Council; SP Document 103, “Rapport de M. Gallopin”, appended 
to the minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 22 November 1956, pp. 7–8.

71 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes from the Presidential Council on 15 November 1956, p. 12; 
“Instruction concernant les personnes détenues en Hongrie à la suite des évenements”, SP Document 
103, appended to the minutes of the Presidential Council on 15 November 1956.

72 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., p. 41.
73 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, “Rapport de M. Gallopin”, appended to the minutes of the Presidential 

Council on 22 November 1956, pp. 7–8.
74 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-001, transcript of a phone call between René Bovey and Anny Pfirter, 

25 November 1956; B AG 094-001, report by Roger Gallopin on his second mission in Vienna, 
SP Document 206, appended to the minutes of the plenary session on 6 December 1956; telex 
No. 127 from the ICRC delegation in Vienna, with a message from Bovey in Budapest, 12 December 
1956.
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with their families, and whether it was possible for the ICRC to visit them and, if 
need be, to bring them material aid. The ICRC also asked the delegation to request 
immunity for individuals who had taken part in the hostilities but had committed no 
other prohibited acts, or at least that these individuals be shown clemency. To back up 
this request, the ICRC cited precedents in Greece, Morocco, Algeria and Cyprus. It 
based itself on common Article 3 and on the Geneva Conventions’ general principles.75

The ICRC was unable to count on the Hungarian Red Cross’s support in these 
efforts: its leaders begged the ICRC’s delegates not to approach the authorities in the 
detainees’ behalf, since they feared that this could endanger the relief operation that 
the ICRC was mounting.76

However, this did not stop the ICRC from requesting access to captured combat-
ants and political detainees.77 For the former, it was able to base its request on both 
Article 126 of the Third Geneva Convention and on precedents from many previous 
internal conflicts. Regarding those precedents, it could cite a long tradition going back 
to visits carried out by its delegates in Russia shortly after the October Revolution 
and in Hungary under the Béla Kun régime.78 Above all, the ICRC cited instances 
of its delegates visiting captured combatants and political detainees – most of them 
communists – in Greece, and visits carried out in the same period in Morocco, Algeria 
and Cyprus.79

These representations by the ICRC failed to work. In his report of 31 December 
1957 to the Presidential Council, René Bovey indicated that the situation of political 
detainees was steadily deteriorating, but that all attempts to obtain concessions from 
the interior ministry and the foreign ministry had been in vain.80

None of this diminished the vigour with which the ICRC pressed the authorities 
for permission to act. Its president wrote on three occasions to Ambassador Joseph 
Karpati, secretary-general of the Hungarian Red Cross, appealing for help in gaining 
permission for collective aid to political detainees.81 The issue was brought up with 

75 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 135–137.
76 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 42–43.
77 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-001, telex from the Vienna delegation to Geneva with a message 

from Bovey, 12 December 1956; A PV C1 Pl, report by Bovey on his mission to Budapest, minutes 
from the Presidential Council on 31 January 1957, pp. 4 and 5.

78 Jacques Moreillon, Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et la protection des détenus politiques, 
Institut Henry-Dunant, Geneva, and Editions L’Age d’Homme, Lausanne, 1973, pp. 44–52.

79 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 39–41.
80 “The issues of deportation and of political detainees growing worse by the day and dealings with 

the Ministries of the Interior and Foreign Affairs have led nowhere. The solution presumably lies 
with Moscow”, ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 31 January 
1957, pp. 4–6; B AG 225 094-005, note from René Bovey to Roger Gallopin, 16 January 1957, and 
appendix. That same frustration is detectable in the transcript of a meeting with Ernest Fischer, 
head of the Budapest delegation, on 16 September 1957, pp. 4–6. Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., p. 42.

81 ICRC Archives, 225 094-005, letters from the ICRC president to the secretary-general of the 
Hungarian Red Cross, 17 December 1957 (in German only), 17 August 1959 (in French only) and 
30 March 1960 (in French only). Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 44, 63 and 65–66.
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Hungary’s diplomatic mission in Geneva.82 The ICRC also sought permission to aid 
individual detainees.83 In the years following its relief operation, the ICRC sent dele-
gates on several visits to Hungary seeking permission to help political detainees.84 
Finally – eight years after the uprising – it was authorized to carry out a single visit 
to the Tököl detention centre. This was done by Jean-Pierre Maunoir,85 who had been 
monitoring the issue of political detainees for years. He went there on 12 October 
1965 and found not a single political detainee being held in connection with the events 
of 1956.86

The ICRC weighed the pros and cons of approaching Moscow, particularly regarding 
Hungarian prisoners taken outside Hungary’s borders, but in the end decided against 
it.87 It is true that the ICRC had sent a telegram to Dmitri Shepilov, the Soviet for-
eign minister, in early November 1956. It received a very curt response from Andrei 
Gromyko, then deputy foreign minister, suggesting the organization instead contact 
the Hungarian government.88 At the end of the year, János Kádár announced that all 
deportees had been repatriated.89

82 ICRC Archives, 225 094-005, transcript of a meeting with a Mr Kapsos, first secretary of the 
Permanent Mission of Hungary in Geneva, 4 October 1957, pp. 1–2; B AG 251 094-021, transcript 
of a meeting with Kapsos, 21 January 1958, p. 1.

83 ICRC Archives, 225 094-005, for example, see messages exchanged regarding Pastor Guiyas Lajos 
and Tibor Dery (in French only).

84 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-022, record of a phone call with Fischer, 7 February 1958; A PV C1 
Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 19 June 1958, pp. 5–6; 23 December 1958, pp. 2–3; 2 May 
1960, pp. 1–4; B AG 251 094-024, report by Fischer and Maunoir on their mission in Hungary, 
31 July–9 August 1958, pp. 18–20; B AG 225 094-005, Bericht über IKRK Mission, 1–14 Juni 1959.

85 Jean-Pierre Maunoir (1921–2013) was born in Geneva. He received a doctorate in law for a thesis 
entitled La répression des crimes de guerre devant les tribunaux français et alliés (Geneva, 1956). 
He was the great-grandson of Théodore Maunoir (1806–1869), one of the five founding fathers 
of the ICRC and the Red Cross itself. He joined the ICRC in late 1946 and – along with Pierre 
Boissier – was responsible for making visits all over France to German prisoners of war, 2,000 of 
whom were being charged with war crimes. He followed the proceedings against them and attended 
hearings in military courts, providing the defence with documents that were not available in France. 
Maunoir then went on several missions to North Africa in connection with the Algerian War. 
From 1961 to 1968, he worked in Hungary and Poland on compensation for victims of medical 
experiments in Nazi death camps. During that same period, he worked in the Far East (Asia and 
Oceania region) operational “zone” at the ICRC’s headquarters in Geneva, in connection with the 
Indochina War, repatriation of Koreans living in Japan, compensation for Filipino prisoners of war 
under the Japanese, and aid for Cambodian refugees in Thailand. He also worked in India, Pakistan 
and Burma. Later he was made head of the Middle East zone, travelling to Egypt, Jordan, Syria, 
Lebanon, Israel, Iraq and Iran. He became a member of the ICRC Directorate in 1972 and retired, 
as director of personnel, in 1986.

86 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 67–68.
87 ICRC Archives, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 29 November 1956, pp. 2–4; SP 

Document 106, report by Roger Gallopin on his second mission to Vienna, appended to the minutes 
of the plenary session of 6 December 1956, pp. 4–5.

88 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 094-001, letter from Gromyko to the president of the ICRC, and letter 
from the embassy of the USSR in Bern to the ICRC, 25 November 1956 (in French only).

89 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., p. 46.
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Ultimately, despite pursuing the issue for over eight years, the ICRC never gained 
access to either political detainees or combatants captured following the Soviet interven-
tion of 4 November. Thousands of them were sentenced to harsh prison terms and sev-
eral hundred – among them Imre Nagy and several of his government members – were 
executed. Nor were delegates ever able to visit people who had been minors at the time 
of the events for which they were imprisoned.90

Indeed, all the ICRC could do was send relief parcels to certain places of detention, 
without any means of monitoring distribution, and to help the detainees’ families.91

Aiding refugees

When Soviet troops intervened in Hungary, the exodus of refugees began reaching 
such monumental proportions that eventually an amendment of the ICRC–League 
agreement – signed only weeks earlier – became necessary. Under the original accord, 
the Austrian Red Cross and national authorities had responsibility for aiding the ref-
ugees. But they were soon overwhelmed. Under the new agreement, of 27 November, 
the ICRC was responsible, as before, for transporting aid into Hungary and distrib-
uting it there; but it was also assigned the task of organizing aid arriving in Vienna, 
part of which would now go to refugees. As before, the League would work together 
with the National Society and Austrian authorities to take any other action to help 
the refugees.92

Some 200,000 Hungarians poured out of their homeland and were taken in eventu-
ally by a range of different countries; many inevitably became separated from the rest of 
their family, with no means of finding them. To help these people locate – and if pos-
sible, rejoin – their loved ones, the ICRC endeavoured to trace, and deliver any messages 
they wished to send, these loved ones. Beginning in mid-November, the ICRC broad-
cast the names of refugees anxious for news of relatives over “Radio Inter-Croix-Rouge”.

At the same time, it set up a card file of Hungarian refugees. From early 1957 on, 
it was thus able to reply to many requests sent to it by the families of refugees.93

Obviously the problem of reuniting families concerned more than just Hungarian 
families dispersed among different host countries. It was an even more acute problem 
with regard to families in which some members had fled and others had remained 
in Hungary. There were many cases of children and teenagers who had crossed the 
Yugoslav or Austrian frontiers alone; and of parents who had fled Hungary, leaving 

90 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., p. 68.
91 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s Plenary Session on 3 October 1957, p. 4; 

A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 21 October 1957, pp. 4–5; 20 February 
1958, pp. 3–4; 20 March 1958, pp. 5–6; 19 June 1958, pp. 5–6; B AG 251 094-022, transcript of 
conversation between Joseph Karpati and Eve Koltai of the Hungarian Red Cross, 31 January 1958, 
p. 4; transcript of a phone call with Ernest Fischer, 7 February 1958 (in German only).

92 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, p. 9.
93 Report on the Relief Action in Hungary, pp. 29–31.



56 part i. autumn crises of 1956 / 19th international conference

8.  Hungary, 1956–1957. Hungarian Red Cross tracing office.  
 © Magyar Fotoriport Iroda (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P HIST-E-03437)

7.  Hungary, 1956–1957. Shoe distribution at the Eisenstadt camp in Austria 
for Hungarian refugees.  © ICRC (ICRC/CID, V P HU-N-00008-12)
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their children behind. The Hungarian government asked the ICRC to submit a plan for 
reuniting these families. This the organization did in April 1957, together with a draft 
agreement calling for families to be reunited in the place of refuge or residence chosen 
by the head of each family. To this end, the ICRC would facilitate both repatriations 
to Hungary and the reunification of families outside the country.

The plan called for the people involved to be reunited voluntarily and as indi-
viduals. It also required exit visas for people being reunited with close relatives abroad 
to be issued through an expedited procedure different from the one generally used for 
emigration requests. Finally, the entire operation was to be monitored by the ICRC.

But the Hungarian government did not agree to its own nationals leaving the 
country to be reunited with families now in the West. Instead, it gave priority to 
repatriating children who had fled abroad. However, some countries of asylum were 
reluctant to facilitate the return of refugees for fear of reprisals against them once they 
were back.

This problem was discussed at the International Conference of the Red Cross held 
in New Delhi in 1957. The Conference endorsed the ICRC’s position by adopting a 
resolution calling on all National Societies and governments to “facilitate by every 
means the reunion of persons, both adults and children, with their families in accord-
ance with the wishes of such persons, and in the case of minor children in accordance 
with the wishes of the recognized head of family no matter where domiciled”.94 The 
Hungarian government, however, continued impeding emigration by its nationals. In 
the absence of any written agreement, the ICRC could only do its best to deal with 
individual cases for which it was approached.95

Conclusion

One cannot help being struck by the contrast between the remarkable relief operation 
the ICRC mounted and the failure of its attempts to protect political detainees and 
captured combatants following the Soviet intervention.

The destruction caused by that intervention and the fighting that followed com-
bined with the effects of the general strike to devastate the Hungarian economy. 
Economic paralysis left János Kádár with no choice but to accept aid from the West. 
The other members of the Warsaw Pact, including the Soviet Union, were in no position 
to send the Hungarian people the help they so urgently needed. Those countries, all of 
which had rejected help through the Marshall Plan for the reconstruction of Europe, 
were still far from healing the material wounds inflicted by the Second World War.

As for the countries of the West – which had proclaimed their solidarity with the 
Hungarian rebels and in some cases actually urged them on, before shying away when 

94 Resolution No. XX, 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, New Delhi, October–November 
1957: Proceedings, ICRC, Geneva, 1957, p. 155.

95 Vonèche Cardia, op. cit., pp. 50–58 and 70–72.
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push came to shove – they now found themselves unable to help the people of Hungary 
except through humanitarian aid and by granting asylum to refugees. The desire to 
help the Hungarian people was not limited to governments. Practically all sections of 
society made donations in cash and kind. In some countries, schoolchildren even broke 
their piggy banks to send donations to Hungarian schoolchildren.

But these same Western countries and the UN General Assembly had condemned 
the Soviet intervention. The Kádár government – brought to power by that interven-
tion – was not prepared to accept aid directly either from those countries or from 
the UN.

Both therefore needed a neutral intermediary in a position to ‘depoliticize’ aid 
destined for Hungarians. Guided, from its founding in 1863, by humanity, impar-
tiality, neutrality and independence – all principles recognized by the outside world 
since then – the ICRC played this role. Above all, it had taken advantage of the door 
opened by the Nagy government to gain a foothold in the country, and had delegates 
present there continuously as of late October 1956.

Thus, the ICRC was the unavoidable conduit for Western aid to Hungary’s people. 
And the Hungary relief operation remains one of the most significant operations car-
ried out by the organization in the post-war era. It left a lasting impression on the minds 
of Hungarians: many of those who took part in the 2006 ceremonies in Budapest and 
elsewhere to mark the revolution’s 50th anniversary, recalled what it meant to them.96

It goes without saying that it was the most massive operation ever carried out by 
the ICRC beyond the Iron Curtain. Not until the end of the Vietnam War (1975) 
and the ouster of the Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia (1979) did the ICRC launch 
comparable operations in Communist countries.

During a visit to the ICRC in July 1957, UN Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld97 
had this to say about the ICRC and the Red Cross generally: “No public tribute could 
adequately express the debt of gratitude which innumerable persons, in particular the 
victims of the events in Hungary and the Middle East, owe to the Red Cross for the 
services it has rendered during the past months with such competence and devotion 
to duty.”98

One might think that such a huge relief operation, so urgently needed by the Kádár 
government, would have given the ICRC the upper hand and would have resulted in 
its being able to visit political detainees and captured combatants. Such was not the 

96 The ICRC was the only international organization invited to participate in the official ceremony in 
Budapest to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the uprising.

97 Swedish diplomat and economist Dag Hammarskjöld represented his country at the UN General 
Assembly from 1951 onwards. He was appointed UN secretary-general in 1953 and was re-elected 
in 1957. Hammarskjöld developed the UN’s concept of peacekeeping troops and strongly supported 
decolonization. In 1960 he committed the UN to supporting Congo’s independence and territo-
rial integrity, which put that organization in conflict with the breakaway province of Katanga. 
Hammarskjöld was killed in a plane crash in Congo on 19 September 1961. He was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize posthumously that same year.

98 Press release No. 615, 10 July 1957.
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case. True, the minutes of its decision-making bodies reveal that, from the beginning 
of the revolution, the ICRC was most deeply concerned about those detainees. And 
delegates’ reports show that, beginning in November 1956, they pressed the authorities 
in this regard. Though these representations continued to be made throughout the 
relief operation, and over the years that followed the closing of the ICRC’s Budapest 
delegation, they achieved nothing. Only once, after eight years of effort, was the ICRC 
allowed to visit a Hungarian prison; and that facility held not a single political detainee.

ICRC action in behalf of detainees was therefore limited to the following: its various 
appeals for humanitarian law to be respected, its various representations for access to 
political detainees and captured combatants, aid for some families of detainees, and 
sending relief packages to places of detention, though it was impossible to ascertain 
whether those packages ever reached the people for whom they were intended.

Did ICRC representations have any influence on the Kádár government or the 
judges before whom the accused appeared in connection with their alleged participation 
in the events of 1956? The question can be answered only through research in govern-
ment and judicial archives. To judge from what has so far appeared, it seems unlikely 
that the ICRC’s voice was heeded. In any case, ICRC action certainly failed to save 
Imre Nagy and the members of his government, as well as other detainees sentenced 
and executed in the months and years following the revolution.

What can explain this failure?
Here again, only thorough study of the Kádár government’s archives and those of 

the Soviets can provide the necessary information.
That said, the ICRC’s own archives furnish us with five different explanations for 

this failure.
First, with the exception of a few visits carried out in Soviet prisons just after 

the October Revolution, and some in Hungarian prisons run by the Béla Kun regime, 
the ICRC had never gained access – even to visit prisoners of war – to places of deten-
tion in the Soviet Union or any other Warsaw Pact country. Throughout the Second 
World War, the USSR rejected ICRC requests to visit its prisoners of war (Polish and 
Finnish, and later German, Italian, Hungarian and Romanian), or even for a list of 
their names. It was no different in the First Indochina War, the Korean War and the 
Vietnam War: the ICRC was always denied permission to visit enemy combatants in 
the hands of the USSR’s allies. This despite the fact that in all three cases, the ICRC 
was allowed to visit Viet Minh, North Korean and North Vietnamese combatants 
captured by the other side. Not until February 1979, during the brief war between 
China and Vietnam, did the ICRC gain access, for the first time, to prisoners of war 
held by a Soviet ally. And only following the declaration of martial law in Poland in 
December 1981 were delegates able to visit, for the first time, political prisoners in a 
Warsaw Pact country. By then the ICRC was no longer hitting a political and cultural 
wall that there is every reason to suppose was firmly grounded in a certain vision of the 
State and the State’s relationship with its nationals. For the Soviet Union and its allies 
had always rejected the concept of international human rights law having supremacy 
over domestic law. They therefore refused any outside monitoring of conditions of 
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detention in prisons, re-education camps and other places of detention. They considered 
these places subject exclusively to national authority.

Second, the ICRC had doubts about how to categorize the conflict and was unable 
to base itself on a recognized international rule entitling it to take action to help cap-
tured combatants. In the offers of services made in November 1956 to the Hungarian 
and Soviet authorities, the ICRC had requested application of all provisions of the 1949 
Geneva Conventions. Thereafter it fell back to referring only to common Article 3, and 
while that provision allows the ICRC to offer its services to belligerents, it does not 
oblige the latter to accept that offer. Regarding political detainees, the ICRC could 
base its offers only on precedents that it had set. No international rule obliged a State 
to accept an ICRC offer to visit political detainees. Nor does any such rule exist now.

Third, one does not gain the impression from ICRC archives that in those days 
the organization practised any true “humanitarian diplomacy” beyond confidential 
dialogue with the parties concerned. For example, the archives contain no evidence that 
the ICRC appealed for support from governments that might have had some influence 
with Budapest or even Moscow. This is perhaps not surprising since the Hungarian and 
Suez crises, taking place simultaneously, marked a particularly dire time in the Cold 
War. The Western governments that had condemned the Soviet intervention were not 
in a position to support the ICRC’s approaches to the Kádár government or to Moscow, 
and nothing suggests that the organization requested their help. The ICRC had also not 
yet established lines of communication with the UN at that time. In any case, the UN 
was in no position to help the ICRC since the Hungarian government deeply resented 
UN condemnation of the events of 1956. The USSR remained the only country with 
influence in Budapest, and ICRC relations with Moscow were extremely difficult.

Fourth, the ICRC quickly found itself in charge of a large-scale relief effort. It knew 
from its delegates’ reports how vital this operation was for Hungarians, especially the 
most vulnerable among them: the wounded and sick in hospitals, the children receiving 
food aid, families left destitute after their homes had been destroyed, etc. The ICRC 
knew that it was the only channel into Hungary for such aid. And Hungarian Red 
Cross leaders had begged it not to make requests to the authorities concerning pol-
itical detainees and captured combatants, for fear that this could endanger the relief 
operation. These leaders were highly respected individuals who had been temporarily 
accepted by the government as National Society leaders, but they were not part of the 
political apparatus. The ICRC had to take their warnings seriously.

The impact of the relief operation went well beyond material aid in a crisis. As 
President Léopold Boissier put it after his brief visit to Budapest: “The ICRC is the 
Hungarian people’s only window on the West, the only assurance they have that they 
haven’t been completely abandoned.”99

Far from giving the ICRC the leverage to open prison doors, the relief operation 
probably actually served to hinder access. This is because the organization, fearing 
that overly insistent requests would endanger that operation, and softly. It is true that 

99 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s Plenary Session of 7 March 1957, p. 4.
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once the operation had ended, the ICRC felt freer to be insistent. However, the Kádár 
government was by then less interested in its relationship with the ICRC.

Finally, even at the height of the Hungarian crisis, the ICRC never ceased to be 
alarmed by the prospect of a third world war. It feared finding itself, as it had during 
the 1939–1945 conflict, without lines of communication with Moscow. There is 
every reason to suppose that this fear limited the ICRC’s freedom to act. While it 
was genuinely concerned about the welfare of political detainees and its inability to 
help them, the ICRC was determined to avoid a break with the Kádár government or 
with Moscow.100 This explains why it left to its field delegates the task of dealing with 
the issue and did not engage in high-level approaches, despite the fact that there were 
reports of the Red Army carrying out arrests and despite also its sense that the key to 
the prisons lay in Soviet hands – and with it the fate of those it sought to help – as 
much as Hungarian hands.

Did this restraint help improve ties between the ICRC and the Soviet Union 
and its allies? Once again, only research in the archives of those countries might pro-
vide an answer. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that whereas the Soviets made fierce 
attacks on the ICRC at the 1949 International Red Cross Conference and again at the 
International Conference of 1952, these attacks were absent from the next International 
Conference in 1957. Two ICRC Conference representatives returned to Geneva via 
Peking and Moscow. Reporting on a meeting with Georgi Miterev, president of the 
Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR, they concluded that 
the thaw in relations between the ICRC and the Soviet Union was essentially due to 
the ICRC’s actions to keep on the agenda of the 1957 Conference draft rules lim-
iting risks to civilians in wartime, despite opposition from Western powers such as 
the United States and Great Britain. It was also due to “activities carried out by the 
ICRC since Toronto in connection with internal and international conflicts”.101 There 
can be no doubt that the Hungarian operation was at the top of the list. Eventually, 
during the Cuban Missile Crisis, the USSR was to agree to the ICRC playing the role 
of neutral intermediary.

100 “It meant a great deal indeed to me when you confirmed that the ICRC does not wish to rush things 
or cut off valuable contacts who have an importance beyond our current activities on Hungarian ter-
ritory,” wrote delegate Melchior Borsinger to ICRC President Léopold Boissier in a personal letter on 
8 June 1957, in which he provided a sort of summary of his mission to Vienna and Budapest (ICRC 
Archives B AG 251 094-015). Along the same lines: “Mr. Boissier counselled patience to those taking 
part in the negotiations, since maintaining contacts in these countries is of greater importance than 
the issues immediately at hand.” (ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council 
of 20 June 1957, p. 11); and “Mr. Boissier … insisted that we should avoid creating a rift” (ibid, p. 6).

101 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s Plenary Session of 9 January 1958, pp. 5–6.





Suez Crisis 
(1956–1957)

The Suez Crisis was the result of three different crises being superimposed against the 
background of the Cold War.

The oldest of these crises involved long-simmering differences between Egypt and 
Great Britain. In 1874, the British acquired a huge majority of shares in the Universal 
Suez Ship Canal Company, which had built and was operating the canal. In 1882, the 
British invaded Egypt and placed it under military occupation, considering the canal 
to be the jugular of the British Empire. This seizure of an ancient country with its long 
and great civilization came up hard against growing Egyptian nationalism.

In 1922, Britain renounced the “protectorate” it had set up 40 years previously, 
while according itself four prerogatives: 1) whatever was needed to ensure that the 
Empire’s lines of communication remained open; 2) the military defence of Egypt; 
3) the protection of foreigners and minorities living there; 4) control of Sudan. In other 
words, this restored to Egypt only the façade of sovereignty over its internal affairs.

Then came the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 1936, under which Britain gave up the 
four prerogatives laid down in its 1922 declaration. The treaty nevertheless allowed 
British troops to occupy the canal zone and recognized Britain’s right to deploy forces 
throughout Egypt in the event of danger. The following year, Egypt became a member 
of the League of Nations.

The reality was that Britain retained a dominant influence in Egyptian politics. And 
the fact that British troops remained in the canal zone meant to Egyptian nationalists 
that they had not truly recovered national sovereignty.

As soon as the State of Israel was proclaimed, in May 1948, Egypt became involved in 
the conflict over Palestine. Its army took action along the coast and in the Negev Desert, 
but suffered humiliating defeat on both fronts. These fiascos undermined the military’s 
confidence in the monarchy and the political class, which it held responsible for its failure.

Egypt was the first country to conclude an armistice with Israel, in February 1949. 
Egypt was followed by Lebanon, Jordan and Syria. But these armistices were unpopular, 
and were regarded as a temporary suspension of hostilities, not at all a step toward 
lasting peace. As a result, Egypt prohibited use of the Suez Canal by Israeli ships, and 
Egyptian coastal artillery blocked the Straits of Tiran to shipping out of the Israeli post 
of Eilat, thus blocking Israeli access to the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean.

Within Egypt, popular discontent was fuelled by memories of defeat and by eco-
nomic stagnation, corruption and government ineffectiveness.
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In July 1952, King Farouk was overthrown by the Free Officers Movement. General 
Mohammad Naguib was the Movement’s nominal head. In fact, Colonel Gamal Abdel 
Nasser was the real leader. Farouk left for sumptuous exile in Europe, and Egypt was 
declared a republic in January 1953.

In February 1954, a new coup d’ état overthrew Naguib and brought Nasser to 
power. Shortly thereafter, Nasser published The Philosophy of the Revolution, which 
set out his theory of the three circles, of which Egypt was the centre: the Arab circle, 
the Islamic circle and the African circle. Nasser sought to make himself the champion 
of the Palestinian cause and the leader of Arab nationalism. These ambitions were to 
bring him into conflict with both Israel and Great Britain, which maintained major 
military bases in Egypt, Jordan, Iraq, Sudan and the Gulf.

Nasser scored a major success with an agreement, reached in October 1954, for the 
withdrawal of British troops. Concluded through the good offices of the United States, 
the agreement called for this withdrawal to take place over a period of 20 months. 
Nasser was hailed in Egypt and throughout the Arab world as a leader who had rid 
his country of foreign domination.

With this success to his credit, Nasser was now recognized as the spokesman for the 
Arab world at the 1955 Asian-African Conference, held in Bandung, Indonesia. That 
meeting paved the way for the founding of the Non-Aligned Movement, and Nasser 
established close relations with Jawaharlal Nehru, Sukarno and Zhou Enlai.

Meanwhile, trouble was brewing in another part of North Africa. On 1 November 
1954, a series of attacks were carried out in some 30 different places in Algeria, opening 
hostilities there. Police repression was – as it had been during the Sétif riots in May 
1945 – excessive. France thus began its slide into an unpopular war from which there 
seemed no exit. Egypt, for its part, actively supported the Algerian rebels.

That support set in motion a vicious circle of ever bolder moves that culminated 
in the Suez Crisis.

In early 1955, the US, Turkey, Iraq and Iran concluded the Baghdad Pact. Though 
it was a military agreement directed primarily against the Soviet Union, Egypt viewed 
the alliance as a means of isolating it. At all events, the Pact constituted a hindrance 
to Nasser’s pan-Arab dreams.

In February 1955, Israel destroyed Egypt’s military headquarters in Gaza in re-
taliation for a raid by Palestinian fedayeen. Incidents then became ever more frequent 
along the border between Egypt and Israel, and even more so along the demarcation 
line separating the Gaza Strip – a Palestinian territory administered by Egypt – and 
Israel.1 There followed a spiralling rise in tit-for-tat raids and mounting verbal violence.

Later in the year, Nasser made a ringing speech in which he announced that 
Czechoslovak weapons were to be delivered to Egypt. This broke the US, British and 

1 By the end of the first Arab-Israeli conflict (1948–1949), Israel was in control of about three-quarters 
of the former British-Mandate territory of Palestine. What remained were two distinct territories: 
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Jordan annexed the West Bank while Egypt controlled the Gaza 
Strip, although it considered Gaza to be a separate territory that it only administered.
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French monopoly on arms supplies to Egypt, contracts for which stipulated that they 
may not be used against Israel. Now Egypt was to receive weapons that it could use as 
it wished. By means of this deal, the Soviet Union was gaining a foothold in the Middle 
East, which was about to be buffeted by the frigid winds of the Cold War. Nasser may 
have been a co-founder of the Non-Aligned Movement, but his policies were becoming 
increasingly aligned with Soviet positions, and his rhetoric even more so.

In July 1956, the last British troops left the canal zone. That very day, exasperated by 
Nasser’s anti-imperialist diatribes and doubtful about the project’s viability, the United 
States announced that it would not after all be financing construction of the Aswan 
High Dam far up the Nile – the project that was the cornerstone of Nasser’s economic 
development strategy. Britain and the World Bank followed the Americans’ lead.

They did not have long to wait for Nasser’s response: barely a week later, he nation-
alized the Suez Canal, and announced that the resulting revenue would go towards 
financing the dam. Paris and London were outraged. Israel took advantage of the situ-
ation to begin negotiating the purchase of weapons from France. Convinced that the 
Algerian revolt could not be maintained without support from Cairo, the French 
government considered the possibility of a military venture together with Britain to 
overthrow Nasser. Anthony Eden, who had succeeded Churchill as prime minister the 
previous April, viewed Nasser as a new Mussolini or Hitler who should be removed 
before he had a chance to firmly establish his power. Eden wished to recover control 
of the canal that British soldiers had just left.

Secret negotiations began between France, Britain and Israel. On 16 October, the 
French captured the Egyptian freighter Athos, which was loaded with munitions, off 
the Algerian coast. This reinforced the view in Paris that its conflict in Algeria would 
be won or lost according to events in Cairo. A week later, the Israeli prime minister 
David Ben Gurion – who had won the previous elections on a platform of taking a 
tougher line against his country’s Arab neighbours – attended a top-secret meeting in 
Sèvres, near Paris, together with the French foreign minister Christian Pineau and the 
British foreign secretary Selwyn Lloyd. The three men agreed to take military action 
against Egypt. However, the British wished at all costs to avoid trouble with their Arab 
friends by appearing to be allied with Israel. They therefore agreed on a particularly 
devious scenario: Israel would invade the Gaza Strip and the Sinai to destroy Palestinian 
fedayeen bases. Britain and France would then affirm that action was now needed to 
protect the free passage of traffic in the Suez Canal and would swing into action. In 
so doing, they would provide the Israeli army with the air cover it needed and would 
bomb Egyptian airfields, then reoccupy the canal zone.

The day following this meeting, the revolution in Budapest began. Public attention 
became riveted on Hungary, but this changed abruptly six days later, on 29 October, 
when Israel launched its attack on Egypt, its troops pouring into the Gaza Strip and 
the Sinai. The next day, France and Britain duly issued an ultimatum threatening to 
occupy the canal zone.

While the Israeli army stopped several kilometres short of the canal, British and 
French aircraft bombed Egypt’s airfields.
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On 5 November, as fighting raged in Budapest, the Israelis occupied the Gaza 
Strip and the Sinai Peninsula as far as Sharm el-Sheikh, at the entrance to the Gulf of 
Aqaba. Meanwhile, British and French airborne troops landed in Port Fuad and Port 
Said, then quickly advanced along the canal.

The next day, however, the belligerents caved into pressure from the United States 
and the Soviet Union, and agreed a ceasefire providing for the Franco-British force’s 
withdrawal and replacement by a UN emergency force. This withdrawal ended in late 
December 1956, though Israel maintained its positions in the Gaza Strip and on the Gulf 
of Aqaba until March of the following year. Its troops were also replaced by a UN force.

The Israelis captured over 5,000 Egyptian soldiers. Egypt captured four Israelis. 
Egypt proceeded to expel thousands of Jewish Egyptians as well as a number of for-
eigners, in particular British and French nationals. Last but not least, the civilian resi-
dents of the territories occupied by Israel suffered the effects of the fighting.

For Britain and France, who thought they were going to reassert their authority 
and put an end to Egyptian support for the Algerian rebels, it was a bitter defeat that 
hastened the end of their empires.

The ICRC’s delegates in the Middle East

The Middle East had been the scene of frequent violence since the Second World War. 
The ICRC therefore appointed Edmond Müller, in Cairo, as a standby delegate.2

With tensions mounting in October 1956, the ICRC decided to set up a long-
term regional delegation in Beirut (“regional” because it covered a number of different 
countries). David de Traz, who had previously served as the ICRC’s deputy executive 
director, was appointed head of delegation.

This was an innovative move. The ICRC had hitherto had delegations in countries 
either in conflict or affected by nearby conflict. The purpose of the Beirut delegation 
was to strengthen ties with the governments and National Societies of an entire region. 
The ICRC feared future conflict there and this was a means of preparing for it.

As soon as the 1956 conflict began, de Traz travelled to Israel.3

Appeal to the belligerents

When the conflict erupted, France, Egypt and Israel had already made themselves 
bound by the 1949 Geneva Conventions. Britain, however, had not yet ratified the 
Conventions, a fact that could have affected their implementation between Britain

 

2 It was common at the time – when the ICRC was a much smaller, resource-poorer organization than 
it is today – for a Swiss citizen residing in a foreign country to be a standby delegate: this was usually 
someone working for a Swiss company who, when circumstances demanded, carried out various tasks 
for the ICRC, such as contacting major figures, visiting detainees and distributing relief supplies.

3 ICRC Annual Report 1956, pp. 23–24.
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and Egypt. To ward off any such problem, the ICRC sent a telegram on 31 October 
to the British government asking it to employ “expeditious procedures” to ratify 
the Conventions.4

The next day, Anthony Eden replied that while it was impossible under the British 
constitution to ratify the Conventions before legislation on their implementation had 
been adopted by Parliament, he could assure the ICRC that the British government 
accepted the Conventions’ validity and had every intention of applying them should 
the occasion arise.5

The ICRC interpreted Eden’s message as an undertaking to apply the Conventions 
for the duration of the conflict, as provided for by the third paragraph of Article 2 
common to all four Geneva Conventions (common Article 2): “Although one of the 
Powers in conflict may not be a party to the present Convention, the powers who are 
parties thereto shall remain bound by it in their mutual relations. They shall further-
more be bound by the Convention in relation to the said Power, if the latter accepts 
and applies the provisions thereof.”

On 2 November, the ICRC issued an appeal to the four governments involved in 
the hostilities – Britain, Egypt, France and Israel – calling on them to take all meas-
ures required to implement the four Geneva Conventions. For its part, the ICRC 
declared itself ready to carry out the tasks assigned to it by those treaties, in particular 
by sending delegates to visit prisoners of war and civilians interned or otherwise 
detained in connection with the events, and if needed, to supply those people with 
aid. It also reminded the four countries of the existence in Geneva of the Central 
Agency for Prisoners of War, which gathered information on the identities of the 
detained, forwarded this information to the governments concerned and forwarded 
correspondence between these people and their families. It asked the belligerents to 
send it all relevant information concerning military personnel and civilians detained 
in connection with the hostilities.6

Over the next two days, France and Israel informed the ICRC that they were pre-
pared to implement the Geneva Conventions. The ICRC sent two representatives, 
Paul Carry and Melchior Borsinger, to London to liaise with the British Red Cross 
and the authorities. The organization’s delegate in Paris, William Michel, was assigned 
the same tasks in France.

Finally, the ICRC broadcast over Radio Cairo, in several languages, the following 
message summarizing the basic rules of the Geneva Conventions protecting people 
affected by war:

4 ICRC Archives, B AG 041 and 201 (152), telegram from the ICRC to the British government, 
31 October 1956.

5 RICR, Supplement, Vol. IX, No. 11, November 1956, p. 195.
6 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (43) and 201 (152), offer of services by the ICRC, 2 November 1956. 

It is not surprising that the ICRC did not refer directly to paragraph 3 of common Article 2, since 
the British government could not ratify treaties like the Geneva Conventions without first going 
through Parliament.
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APPEAL TO ALL THOSE FIGHTING IN EGYPT

The International Committee of the Red Cross, in Geneva, reminds the belligerents that the 
four Geneva Conventions of 1949 for the protection of people affected by war are applicable 
to the armed conflict now under way in Egypt. These Conventions impose on the belligerents 
the duties briefly summarized below:

1. They must gather and protect the sick and wounded, both military and civilian, friend 
and foe alike, and ensure that they receive the treatment their condition requires as 
quickly as possible.

2. They must always refrain from attacking, and must in all circumstances protect, medical 
facilities, whether fixed or mobile (hospitals, first-aid posts, etc.). They must also spare 
and protect all vehicles used to transport the sick and wounded. These include hospital 
trains, hospital ships, air ambulances. The same protection applies to the personnel and 
equipment of armed forces medical services and of the Red Cross or Red Crescent assigned 
to care for the sick and wounded.

3. To enable the enemy to recognize their status, the belligerents must ensure that these 
buildings, vehicles and personnel display the red cross or red crescent on a white back-
ground. All belligerents must spare the persons and objects displaying these emblems and 
may never use the emblems for any other purpose.

4. They must treat as a prisoner of war any member of the enemy’s military who surrenders 
or is captured in any other manner. He may not be killed or otherwise harmed. He must 
receive the same quality of food, accommodation, clothing, etc. as the personnel of the 
detaining forces. He must be evacuated to the rear as quickly as possible and handed over 
to the authorities responsible for prisoners of war.

5. They must never attack non-combatants, in particular women and children, but rather 
spare them and treat them humanely.

6. Torture and other cruel and degrading treatment of any person are prohibited – in all 
places and at all times – as is hostage-taking.

The International Committee of the Red Cross appeals to all those fighting in Egypt or 
wielding authority over events there to ensure that the principles summarized above 
are respected.7

7 RICR, No. 455, November 1956, pp. 660–661.
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Contacting the Egyptian and Israeli authorities

As soon as he arrived in Israel, David de Traz received a confirmation from the Israeli 
government that it would implement the Geneva Conventions. It agreed to the ICRC 
dispatching a medical delegate to Tel Aviv to visit wounded Egyptians who had been 
gathered there. Dr Louis-Alexis Gailland8 therefore arrived on 8 November.

De Traz then travelled to Cairo, where he and Edmond Müller worked to process 
the many requests for information concerning captured soldiers and those reported 
missing in action. They hired local people to set up a tracing office; in Geneva, the 
Central Agency for Prisoners of War collated lists of detained people and forwarded 
messages between them and their families.

De Traz also obtained an assurance from the Egyptian government that ICRC 
delegates would have access to detained Israelis.9

Dispatching relief to Egypt

On 7 November, the Egyptian Red Crescent Society informed the ICRC that it 
accepted the offer of help the latter had made five days previously, and requested con-
siderable quantities of medical supplies. The ICRC launched an appeal to some 50 
National Societies. About 30 responded immediately by contributing to the ICRC’s 
relief fund; a short time later, the first aircraft left Geneva for Cairo with four tonnes 
of mainly medical relief supplies.

The shipment was accompanied by Dr René Grosclaude. Once in Cairo, he decided 
that part of the shipment should go to Port Said, which was cut off from the rest of 
Egypt. With help from the Egyptian Red Crescent, he arranged with the authorities 
to send a special train – bearing the ICRC’s protective emblem – with relief supplies 
from both Geneva and the National Society. However, the city was occupied by British 
and French troops, who were under increasing armed attack, and they were allowing 
practically no one to enter or leave. Fortunately, a delegate named Maurice Thudichum 
managed to reach Port Said aboard a French military aircraft the day after the supplies 
arrived in Cairo from Geneva. He obtained assurances from British and French officers 
that that they would let the train enter, which it did four days later.

During his stay in Port Said and Port Fuad, Thudichum visited Egyptian prisoners 
of war held by the British and French. He organized relief distributions to the civilian 
population and set up a system for forwarding messages to loved ones anxious for news.10

On 20 November, an aircraft chartered for the ICRC by the Danish Red Cross 
flew to Cairo three tonnes of medicines and bandaging materials bound for Port Said.

8 Louis-Alexis Gailland, born in 1918 in Valais, was a doctor. From 1956 to 1959, he worked for the 
ICRC in Israel, Algeria and Kenya.

9 ICRC Annual Report 1956, p. 24; ICRC Annual Report 1957, pp. 22–23.
10 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 9 April 1957 (in French 

only). RICR, Supplement, Vol. IX, No. 12, December 1956, pp. 220–222.
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Visits to Egyptian POWs and interned civilians 
in the occupied territories

In Israel, meanwhile, Dr Gailland regularly visited prisoner-of-war camps and hos-
pitals, where some 5,000 Egyptian prisoners were gathered. He spoke privately with 
individual prisoners, in keeping with the Third Geneva Convention and ICRC prac-
tice. He brought about the release of several hundred civilians who had been detained 
without just cause. He also travelled several times to the Gaza Strip and the Sinai to 
assess whether civilians were being treated in accordance with the Fourth Geneva 
Convention, which was being applied in this conflict for the first time. Among other 
things, he visited Egyptian nationals interned in Gaza City who were waiting to be 
repatriated, and organized relief distributions in El-Arish and Rafah.11

Repatriating the seriously wounded

On 18 November, Dr Gailland informed Geneva that the Israeli authorities were plan-
ning to repatriate the first group of wounded Egyptians. Delegates in Tel Aviv and 
Cairo ensured that the arrangements were to the ICRC’s satisfaction and, in early 
December, two medical aircraft furnished by the Italian government flew 26 seriously 
wounded Egyptians to Cairo. Several days later, the planes returned to Israel with a 
cargo of individual and collective relief items intended for Egyptian prisoners of war. 
Then they returned to Cairo, this time with 22 seriously wounded Egyptians aboard.

These medical evacuations were the first direct flights between the two countries 
since the 1948 Palestine War.12

Expanding ICRC action in Egypt

By late November, delegates were organizing regular relief shipments to Port Said. The 
vehicles returned with injured and sick Egyptians whose condition required special 
care in Cairo hospitals.13

Meanwhile, the ICRC was having serious difficulty obtaining information about 
Israeli prisoners of war. Not until 14 December did it receive a list of those captured: 
one officer and three enlisted men. Initially, the delegate concerned was allowed to 
visit only the officer, who was being held separately. But in late January 1957, he was 
able to visit all four.

In Port Said, delegates visited Egyptian prisoners of war held by the British and 
French, and gradually brought about their release. The first, British-held group was 

11 ICRC Annual Report 1957, p. 23.
12 ICRC Annual Report 1956, p. 30.
13 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (43), report by David de Traz, 7 December 1956.
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11.  Suez conflict, December 1956. Wounded Egyptian prisoners being repatriated from Israel 
under ICRC auspices.  © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P ILAA-N-00001-06)

10.  Suez conflict, 1956. A train transports wounded Egyptian soldiers, across the ceasefire 
line, from Port Said to Cairo.  © Len Sirman (ICRC/CID, V P ILAA-N-00097-26)
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released on 21 December; the Egyptians simultaneously released British prisoners held 
in Cairo. For their part, the French informed David de Traz that they were going to 
take their prisoners away with them in order to avoid incidents aimed at freeing them 
in Port Said. The ICRC’s Paris delegation was assigned the task of monitoring these 
prisoners’ welfare. However, the ICRC’s archives contain no trace of any action by it or 
of a request from the Egyptian government regarding these prisoners. Therefore they 
were probably released very quickly.14

Repatriation of all POWs in Egyptian and Israeli hands

In January 1957, the ICRC worked with the Egyptian and Israeli governments to pre-
pare the repatriation of all remaining prisoners of war. On 21 January, an initial group 
of 500 Egyptian prisoners was handed over to officers of the UN Emergency Force 
between Rafah and El-Arish. The operation was monitored by Louis-Alexis Gailland 
and Maurice Thudichum.

Similar operations then occurred regularly until the last prisoners had been 
returned, on 5 February. In the meantime, the Egyptian authorities had released the 
Israeli prisoners they held.15

With this achieved, Dr Gailland left Israel. The ICRC nevertheless retained 
someone in the country to represent it for any follow-up: a certain Dr Barnath, a 
Swiss citizen who had already worked for the organization during the 1948 Palestine 
War and was running a hospital he had founded in Nazareth.

Following their repatriation, the Israeli prisoners complained of ill-treatment and 
the long period that elapsed before the first visit by delegates. In late February 1957, 
the Israeli government sent the ICRC a protest note asking that an investigation be 
launched under Article 132 of the Third Geneva Convention, and that those respon-
sible be punished.16

Faithful to its enduring practices, the ICRC forwarded the note to the Egyptian 
government, and had to wait until August for a reply: the Egyptian authorities claimed 
that the Israeli prisoners had fought among themselves, which would explain the inju-
ries noted when they returned home.17

14 ICRC Archives B AG 200 (43), report by Edmond Müller to the Presidential Council, 18 December 
1956. ICRC Archives B AG 200 (43), report by Edmond Müller to the Presidential Council, 
18 December 1956. RICR, Supplement, Vol X, No. 1, January 1957, pp. 7–9. ICRC Annual Report 
1956, pp. 26–29; ICRC Annual Report 1958, pp. 16–17; ICRC Annual Report 1959, p. 15. RICR, 
Supplement, Vol X, No. 1, January 1957, pp. 7––9. ICRC Annual Report 1956, pp. 26–29; ICRC 
Annual Report 1958, pp. 16–17; ICRC Annual Report 1959, p. 15.

15 R ICR, Supplement, Vol X, No. 2, February 1957, p. 25; Vol. X, No. 3, March 1957, pp. 54–57.
16 ICRC Archives, B AG 210 065-001.01, note from the Israeli government to the ICRC, 25 February 

1957.
17 ICRC Archives, B AG 210 065-001.01, note from the Egyptian government to the ICRC, 5 August 

1957.
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Relief for Port Said residents

In February 1957, an ICRC delegate, two senior Egyptian Red Crescent officials and a 
League representative went to Port Said to provide relief for some 15,000 people whose 
houses had been destroyed during the Franco-British attack and who were living in 
camps set up by the Egyptian government.18

Action to help Jews in Egypt

As soon as the Suez conf lict started, the Egyptian government accused the 
55,000 members of Egypt’s Jewish community of colluding with Israel and threat-
ened to expel them.

For the moment, the Egyptian government took a series of measures – nation-
alization of companies belonging to Jews, confiscation of their property, dismissals, 
arrests, etc. – with the aim of provoking their departure. In addition, a new law on 
Egyptian nationality was published in the official gazette of 25 November 1956. It 
allowed Egyptian citizenship to be withdrawn from “Zionists” and “those against 
whom a judgment has been handed down convicting them of crimes revealing disloyalty 
to the country or actual treason”.19 The intimidation measures affected not only Jewish 
Egyptians, but stateless Jews and those of foreign nationality. The ICRC felt that it was 
not its task to protect Jews with foreign nationality since defending their interests was 
the responsibility of their own governments. Stateless Jews and, by analogy, Egyptian 
Jews, however, belonged in the ICRC’s view to the category of persons entitled to its 
protection and assistance. On 14 November, the ICRC confirmed to the Cairo delega-
tion that it must take action to help all those interned in connection with the events.20

When, in late November, the Egyptian government finally ordered the Jews to 
either leave the country within 48 hours or be interned, the ICRC sent a telegram to 
the country’s foreign ministry asking Egypt to postpone any immediate expulsion, in 
order to ensure compliance with the Fourth Geneva Convention:

“The International Committee of the Red Cross asks the Egyptian Government to ensure 
that, if acted upon, the measures laid down be carried out in a humanitarian manner that 
is in accordance with the 1949 Geneva Conventions. In particular this means deadlines 
being set that are in keeping with those treaties. To this end the ICRC delegation stands 
ready to assist the Egyptian Government.”21

18 RICR, Supplement, Vol. X, No. 3, March 1957, p. 58.
19 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 065-005, “Nouvelle loi sur la nationalité égyptienne”, Journal officiel, 

25 November 1956.
20 ICRC Archives, B AG 233 065-001, telegram from headquarters to the Cairo delegation, 

14 November 1956.
21 ICRC Archives B AG 233 (43), telegram from the ICRC to Mahmoud Fawzi, the Egyptian foreign 

minister, 27 November 1956.
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As a result, the ICRC twice sent detailed notes, on 28 and 30 November, to the Cairo 
delegation. In the first, it advised the delegation that stateless Jews were protected 
persons under Article 4 of the Fourth Geneva Convention since they could not look 
to a protecting power to help them.22 Geneva therefore instructed the delegation to “do 
what you can to look after their interests from a humanitarian viewpoint and do, in 
analogous fashion, what Switzerland – as the relevant protecting power – is doing for 
the British and French nationals.” It pointed out that the Israeli government was pre-
pared to receive stateless Jews. Without taking a position on the principle of expulsion, 
the ICRC told its delegates to take all possible measures to ensure that the practicalities 
of the departure of those who did leave Egypt were in keeping with the requirements of 
humanity, particularly in connection with the deadlines set.23 The second note included 
a detailed analysis of the legality of any mass expulsion. The ICRC concluded that an-
alysis as follows: “Expulsion (collective or individual) on the sole grounds of nationality 
is prohibited by Articles 38 to 41 (of the Fourth [Geneva] Convention).”24

Whether because of the ICRC’s own representations, or of action taken by various 
governments, the decree on expelling the Jews from Egypt ultimately was not prom-
ulgated. However, harassment and intimidation continued. Delegates in Egypt went 
to work to help the stateless and those stripped of Egyptian nationality who wished 
to emigrate. To facilitate their departure, the ICRC set up a programme of transport 
by sea via Greece and Italy. From early January to mid-September 1957, it chartered 
14 ships, which evacuated a total of 7,190 stateless people to Naples and Piraeus. There 
they were helped by the Italian Red Cross and Hellenic Red Cross respectively, as 
well as by local branches of international Jewish organizations who helped them find 
a country of permanent settlement.25 While some headed for Western Europe, the 
United States, Canada, Australia or New Zealand, the vast majority went to Israel.

In late 1957, the Egyptian government reversed its policy towards the Jews in Egypt. 
It slowed their emigration, to prevent them from boosting the growth of Israel’s popu-
lation. The mass departures came to an end, though individual Jews wishing to leave 
Egypt continued to seek help from the ICRC, which advised and supported them in 
negotiating the many administrative formalities required. The number of departures 
dropped considerably as the months passed, and the delegation was staffed by only one 
delegate as of the end of 1960. Meanwhile, the Egyptian government no longer viewed 

22 The Protecting Power is a neutral State designated by a party to conflict to protect its interests and 
those of its citizens who are living under the opposing party. During the Suez crisis, Switzerland rep-
resented the interests of the United Kingdom and France in Egypt, while India represented the inter-
ests of Egypt in those two countries (Keesing’s Contemporary Archives 1955–1956, 3–10 November, 
1956, p. 15181). However, Egypt’s interests were not represented in Israel, nor were Israel’s in Egypt.

23 ICRC Archives, B AG 233 065-001, note No. 69 from headquarters to the Cairo delegation, 
28 November 1956.

24 ICRC Archives, B AG 233 065-001, note No. 73 from headquarters to the Cairo delegation, 
30 November 1956.

25 This operation was financed by Jewish charities such as the American Joint Distribution Committee.
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the ICRC’s presence as desirable and ordered the delegation to close its doors, which 
it did at the end of 1962.26

In all, some 19,000 people were helped by the ICRC, over a five-year period, to leave 
Egypt, either in groups aboard ships chartered by the delegation or as individuals.27

In addition, despite very restrictive measures taken by the Egyptian government 
to control financial flows, the delegation was able to come to the aid of Jews in Cairo 
and Alexandria. This mostly took the form of funds essential to subsidizing the op-
eration of health-care, social and educational facilities run by these communities, in 
particular hospitals, clinics, schools and old people’s homes; and funds to meet the 
needs of the poor, whose numbers were growing. Though these had been flourishing 
communities that had contributed much to Egypt’s development, the confiscation 
of property – and the other measures mentioned above, taken to intimidate them 
following the conflict – caused many of their members to quickly fall into poverty. 
As always happens in such circumstances, it was the most dynamic people and those 
in their prime who left first, with the result that the number of poor Jews grew dra-
matically just as community resources dwindled. The major subsidies that the ICRC 
used to aid community institutions came mostly from the American Joint Distribution 
Committee,28 with which the ICRC had worked throughout the Second World War. 
It was the same organization that financed the chartering of ships for mass emigration 
and paid for individual departures.

Work continues in Israel

As the 1950s drew to a close and the 1960s began, the ICRC’s activities in Israel were 
almost entirely determined by the consequences of the Suez conflict. For example, it 
continued to receive requests from Egyptian families for information about people 
who had disappeared during the Sinai campaign. It forwarded these tracing requests 
to the Israeli authorities, but they invariably replied that they were no longer holding 
any prisoners of war.

Israel was, however, still holding a number of fedayeen, and delegates were allowed 
to regularly visit some of them and deliver and collect family messages.29

26 ICRC Annual Report 1956, p. 29; ICRC Annual Report 1957, pp. 25–27; ICRC Annual Report 
1958, pp. 16–17; ICRC Annual Report 1959 pp. 14–15; ICRC Annual Report 1960, pp. 18–19; ICRC 
Annual Report 1961, p. 22. François Bugnion, The International Committee of the Red Cross and the 
Protection of War Victims, ICRC, Geneva, 2003, pp. 889–890.

27 Jean-Marie Banderet, ‘Des conséquences humanitaires de la crise de Suez. Une étude de l’action du 
CICR en Egypte et en Israël, 1956–1962’, final-year project for the bachelor’s degree, Faculty of 
Arts, University of Geneva, 2008 (unpublished), p. 105.

28 Banderet, op. cit., pp. 105–114.
29 ICRC Annual Report 1958, pp. 15–16; ICRC Annual Report 1959, pp. 15–16; ICRC Annual Report 

1960, p. 19; ICRC Annual Report 1961, p. 22; ICRC Annual Report 1962, pp. 30–31.
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The ICRC acts as substitute for protecting powers

With diplomatic relations now severed between Egypt and both Britain and France, the 
latter two countries asked Switzerland to represent their interests and their nationals in 
Egypt; Egypt asked India to do likewise in Britain and France.30 This was in keeping 
with both diplomatic tradition and with Articles 8, 8, 8 and 9 of the First, Second, 
Third and Fourth Geneva Conventions respectively: “The present Convention shall be 
applied with the cooperation and under the scrutiny of the Protecting Powers whose 
duty it is to safeguard the interests of the Parties to the conflict …”

Israel asked the Netherlands, in keeping with Article 8 of the Third Geneva 
Convention, to ensure that Israeli prisoners of war in Egypt enjoyed the rights to which 
they were entitled, and let it be known that it was prepared to accept the designation of 
a protecting power for Egyptian prisoners of war in Israel.31 The Egyptian government, 
however, designated no such power, which would have been responsible for monitoring 
the protection only of prisoners of war.

This situation raised the issue of implementing the third paragraph of Articles 10, 
10, 10, and 11 of the First, Second, Third and Fourth Geneva Conventions respectively. 
In the event that no State is named protecting power, this provision allows the ICRC 
to serve as a substitute: “If protection cannot be arranged accordingly, the Detaining 
Power shall request or shall accept, subject to the provisions of this Article, the offer of 
the services of a humanitarian organization, such as the International Committee of 
the Red Cross, to assume the humanitarian functions performed by Protecting Powers 
under the present Convention.”

The ICRC was concerned enough from the outset of the conflict to offer its services 
as substitute for a protecting power in relations between Egypt and Israel. The Israeli 
government initially declined, fearing that this would weaken its designation of the 
Netherlands to represent the interests of Israeli prisoners of war in Egyptian hands.32

Nevertheless, alarmed by the increasingly intimidatory measures being taken 
against Egyptian Jews – above all the plight of stateless Jews, who enjoyed no right to 
protection by any government – and sensing that Egypt would reject a protecting power 
for Israeli interests, the ICRC decided in late November 1956 to offer its services as 
substitute for a protecting power, as provided for by the above-mentioned provisions 
of the Geneva Conventions.33

30 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives 1955–1956, 3–10 November 1956, p. 15181. Switzerland had already 
represented French and British interests in Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire during the 
First World War, as well as British interests in German, Italy and Japan during the Second World 
War. Egypt and India had a close relationship through the Non-Aligned Movement that arose from 
the 1955 Bandung Conference.

31 ICRC Archives, B AG 201 139-001, telegram from Israel’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the ICRC, 
5 November 1956; B AG 252 102-002, record of a meeting between Menahem Kahani, Israel’s 
permanent delegate to the UN in Geneva, and Pierre Gaillard, 7 November 1956.

32 Ibid.
33 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 22 November 1956, 

p. 4; 29 November 1956, pp. 3–4.
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What the ICRC was seeking in practical terms was the ability to help stateless 
people in a manner equivalent to the action taken by Switzerland, for example, to help 
British and French nationals in Egypt. That said, the ICRC had no intention of looking 
after stateless people’s economic interests beyond protecting the personal belongings 
of those who were interned or were emigrating.34

The Israeli government accepted the ICRC’s offer of services, provided Egypt did 
likewise.35 The Egyptian government, however, opposed any formalization of relations 
with Israel and therefore left the offer unanswered. The head of the ICRC’s delega-
tion in Cairo advised Geneva against renewing a formal offer of services, so no such 
action was taken.36 Yet this situation did not prevent the Cairo delegation from aiding 
stateless people forced to leave Egypt, by shouldering many of the tasks assigned to 
protecting powers. These tasks included consular-type services, which the Egyptian 
authorities allowed.37

The UN Emergency Force and the ICRC

The Suez conflict led to the first-ever deployment of a UN peacekeeping force. This 
deployment also raised a legal issue: to what extent is humanitarian law applicable to 
such a force? Unlike the coercive mission of the UN forces that had fought in the Korean 
War, this peacekeeping force’s job was to interpose itself between the warring parties.

In late  November 1956, the ICRC wrote to UN secretary-general Dag 
Hammarskjöld. Although it recognized the Force’s peaceful role, the ICRC nevertheless 
asked Hammarskjöld – “should the troops, against all hope and expectation, find them-
selves obliged to use force” – to ensure that they were “instructed as soon as they reach 

34 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 29 November 1956, 
pp. 3–4; B AG 233 065-001, note No. 69 from headquarters to the Cairo delegation, 28 November 
1956, and record of a meeting between Kahani and Gaillard, 29 November 1956; B AG 202 (43) 
and B AG 202(171), telegram from Geneva to the Tel Aviv delegation and telegram from Geneva 
to the Cairo delegation, 4 November 1956; B AG 202 (171), note No. 21 and note No. 22 from the 
ICRC to the Tel Aviv delegation, 11 December 1956; B AG 202 (43), note No. 93 from the ICRC 
to the Cairo delegation, 11 December 1956.

35 ICRC Archives, B AG 202 065-001, note from Israel’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 19 December 
1956 (in English), appended to note No. 86 from the ICRC delegation in Israel on 23 December 
1956.

36 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council, 20 December 1956, p. 2; 
21 February 1957, p. 3.

37 “While the International Committee has yet to receive an official response from the Egyptian gov-
ernment, our delegation in Egypt can, to a certain extent, act as the Protecting Power, in addition to 
its traditional activities,” wrote the ICRC to the Israeli government, when it agreed to use the ICRC’s 
services instead of those of a Protecting Power (ICRC Archives, B AG 202 [171], note from the ICRC 
to Israel’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 7 January 1957, appended to note No. 42 from the ICRC to 
the Tel Aviv delegation, 7 January 1957). ICRC Archives, B AG 252 (43), summary of a report by 
Edmond Müller, 19 December 1956, pp. 3–4; note No. 24 from the Cairo delegation, 19 December 
1956; A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting on 10 January 1957, pp. 7–9.
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the field that they are to comply with the provisions of the Geneva Conventions, which 
reflect universally held humanitarian principles”. Because such international policing 
operations were under the direct responsibility of the UN secretary-general – and even 
though the UN was not itself party to the Geneva Conventions – the ICRC was asking 
Hammarskjöld to make a clear declaration that the various contingents constituting 
the international Force must, come what may, comply with those Conventions.38

Hammarskjöld replied on 4 December. He felt that the instructions issued to the 
UN Force would meet the ICRC’s concerns. He had included in the draft rules for 
the Force instructions that it “must comply with the spirit of general international 
humanitarian treaties governing the conduct of military personnel”.39 The rules were 
issued in February 1957, in keeping with General Assembly Resolution 1001 (ES-I). 
Article 44 of the rules instructed the Force to “observe the principles and spirit” of 
humanitarian law.40

While this passage did indeed partially respond to the ICRC’s concerns, it also 
introduced a note of ambiguity that was dispelled only in 1999 when Secretary-General 
Kofi Annan put out a circular on respect for that body of law by UN forces.41 For it 
is one thing to undertake to observe “principles and spirit” and another to actually 
comply with specific provisions.

The ICRC had thus achieved its aim only partially. Nevertheless, it does not seem 
that the UN Force deployed following the Suez conflict was involved in armed inci-
dents that would have made the Geneva Conventions applicable. However, the issue 
of UN forces implementing humanitarian law would arise in far more deadly ways 
during the Katanga conflict.

Conclusion

When the Suez conflict erupted, Egypt, Israel and France had already bound them-
selves by the 1949 Geneva Conventions; Great Britain undertook to comply with the 
Conventions even though it had not yet ratified them. This was therefore the first 

38 ICRC Archives, B AG 201 139-001, letter from the ICRC president to the UN secretary-general, 
26 November 1956 (in French)

39 ICRC Archives, B AG 201 139-001, letter from the UN secretary-general to the ICRC president, 
4 December 1956, (in French) [emphasis added by author of this book].

40 “The Force shall observe the principles and spirit of the general international Conventions applicable 
to the conduct of military personnel”, Regulations for the United Nations Emergency Force, February 
20, 1957, ST/SGB/UNEF/1 document, reproduced in Rosalyn Higgins, United Nations Peacekeeping 
1946–1967: Documents and Commentary, Vol. I: The Middle East, Oxford University Press, London, 
1969, pp. 288–292, specifically p. 292.

41 “Observance by United Nations forces of international humanitarian law”, Secretary-General’s 
Bulletin, 6 August 1999 (ST/SGB/1999/13 document), IRRC, Vol. 81, No. 836, December 1999, 
pp. 812–817.
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international conflict to which the Geneva Conventions were applied and therefore in 
which the ICRC was enabled to help both civilians and prisoners of war.

By basing its work on the Fourth Geneva Convention for the protection of civilians 
in wartime, the ICRC was able, for example, to undertake protection and assistance 
work for the civilian population in the Israeli-occupied Gaza Strip and Sinai. It was 
also thanks to the Fourth Geneva Convention that the ICRC received permission 
from the British and French to distribute relief supplies in Port Fuad and Port Said, 
and that it was able to take action to help stateless people and Egyptian Jews forced 
to leave the country.

Also, the ICRC offered, for the first time, to perform tasks normally carried out 
by the protecting power. Even if those services were not formally approved as such, its 
delegates nevertheless did work – including consular tasks – that was normally among 
the duties of the protecting power.

The instructions sent by the ICRC to its delegates showed that it fully appreciated 
the precedent that this work was setting. For example, it was careful to instruct its 
delegates to “achieve the fullest possible implementation of these provisions so as to 
set the most favourable precedent for the future”.42

As noted above, the ICRC also took advantage of this first-ever deployment of a 
UN peacekeeping force to ask that such forces, despite their essentially peaceful nature, 
be instructed to comply with the Geneva Conventions should they find themselves 
involved in an armed clash.

Finally, the ICRC took active measures to come to the aid of Egyptian and stateless 
Jews forced by Egyptian government harassment and intimidation to leave the country 
following the Suez conflict. Almost half of these emigrants were assisted by the ICRC. 
They were helped with departure and travel formalities and in many cases, left aboard 
ICRC-chartered ships.

One may ask whether the ICRC should have refused to become involved in forced 
departures aimed at uprooting a community, some of whose members were descended 
from Jews who had lived in Egypt for generations, and whose presence in the Nile valley 
has been verified as going back to antiquity. By helping these people to emigrate, could 
the ICRC be viewed as being implicated in a collective expulsion?

These are questions that the delegates themselves wondered about. However, barely 
a decade after the end of the Second World War, there was little room for doubt. No 
one could say with certainty whether the harassment and intimidation resulting from 
the Suez conflict reflected passing anger or were the prelude to more brutal measures, 
should intimidation fail to bring about the departure of a community stigmatized as 
a “fifth column”. Given what had just happened in Europe, such an atmosphere could 
not be taken lightly.

42 ICRC Archives, B AG 233 065-001, note No. 69 from headquarters to the Cairo delegation, 
28 November 1956, pp. 2–3; along the same lines, see note No. 73 to the Cairo delegation, 
30 November 1956, p. 6.



 suez crisis 1956–1957 81

Ultimately, in the case of Egyptian Jews in Egypt, and Koreans in Japan seeking 
to emigrate to North Korea (a situation facing the ICRC in the same period),43 the 
organization felt obliged to be guided by the wishes of the people affected. Though it 
did not encourage departures, if approached by the victims for its aid in leaving the 
country, it had to help them. “The situation in Egypt is quite particular,” wrote the 
ICRC’s delegate-general for the Near East in July 1957. “These are people with no pre-
cise nationality, who have been affected by a conflict (or, more precisely, by measures 
that would have been taken in any case but have been hastened and rendered harsher 
by the conflict). As a result of unprecedented oral agreements, I believe that we actu-
ally do have the ability to take effective action here. Given that ability, how can the 
ICRC stand by and do nothing to help the stateless? It cannot. In my view, we have a 
responsibility not only to aid these unfortunate people but also to set a precedent that 
will perhaps prove invaluable in similar future situations.”44

The Suez conflict was of short duration, but it contained various complexities from 
the legal and humanitarian viewpoints. The result was that the ICRC managed to assist 
and protect a wide range of people: the injured and the sick, prisoners of war, civilian 
internees, the population of occupied territories, and stateless people.

43 See pp. 107 ff. of this book.
44 ICRC Archives, B AG 252 065-003, note from David de Traz to ICRC headquarters in Geneva, 

30 July 1957.





19th International Conference of the Red Cross 
(New Delhi, 28 October to 7 November 1957)

The International Conference of the Red Cross (as it was called in 1957) is the supreme 
deliberative authority of the International Red Cross. In principle it meets every four 
years. Bringing together as it does the various Red Cross and Red Crescent organ-
izations constituting the Movement together with the States party to the Geneva 
Conventions, the Conference is the main forum for dialogue on issues of humani-
tarian concern to both the Movement and the States. It is therefore a major driver of 
the development of humanitarian law. But it can also find itself a microcosm for the 
issues that divide the international community.

For the ICRC, both the 17th and the 18th International Conference (Stockholm, 
1948 and Toronto, 1952) were traumatic experiences. It had been the target of virulent 
criticism by the Soviet Union and its allies. It was therefore not without apprehension 
that it prepared for the 1957 Conference, especially as Cold War divisions had been 
exacerbated by the Hungarian revolution and the Suez conflict.

Initially scheduled for 1956, then for early 1957, the Conference was postponed to 
the autumn of 1957 as a result of the grave international situation.

This postponement was not enough to ensure a tranquil deliberative atmosphere, 
however, and the Conference opened amid acute tension, for it had to deal with two 
issues of great international importance:

(1) Who should represent China? Representatives of the People’s Republic were present 
in New Delhi. However, no one was present on behalf of the Republic of China 
(then still widely known as Formosa), though it too had been invited.

(2) What was the legal status of nuclear weapons, given that the ICRC had submitted 
to the Conference its “Draft Rules for the Limitation of Dangers Incurred by the 
Civilian Population in Time of War”? This document implied that they should 
be banned.

The territorial division of China between the immense mainland and the island of 
Formosa was both a consequence of and a fault line in the Cold War. The People’s 
Republic had been proclaimed by Mao Tse Tung in October 1949. He was in control 
of the entire mainland by then, whereas Chiang Kai-shek had fled to the island of 
Formosa (today Taiwan) following his army’s defeat on the mainland. This division 
was all the more keenly felt by Peking as it was convinced that only intervention by the 
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US navy in the Taiwan Strait had prevented the Communists from restoring national 
unity. Formosa had been annexed by Japan in 1895 and restored to China only in 
1945. Now, in Peking’s view, foreign intervention had divided China yet again. To 
make matters worse, and contrary to common sense, Western influence had seen to it 
that it was Chiang Kai-shek’s regime that held China’s seat as a permanent member 
of the Security Council.1

Though “the two Germanys”, “the two Koreas” and “the two Vietnams” (the par-
lance of the day) reluctantly agreed to sit together in international bodies, Peking and 
Taipei did not. They disagreed on virtually everything except the principle that there 
was only one China. In other words, participation by one ruled out participation by 
the other. In 1952, the issue had poisoned the atmosphere to such a degree that the 
18th International Conference of the Red Cross, originally planned to take place in 
Washington, ultimately had to be transferred to Toronto.2 Now, in 1957, all signs 
pointed to polemics once again dominating the International Conference.

The Republic of China (Chiang Kai-shek) had already made itself bound by the 
1929 Geneva Conventions, had taken part in the 1949 diplomatic conference, and had 
signed the Geneva Conventions of 1949. The People’s Republic had ratified the 1949 
Geneva Conventions.

The Standing Commission of the International Red Cross3 had the task of inviting 
the various governments and National Societies to the 19th International Conference. 
Confronted with the irreconcilable positions of Peking and Taipei, the Commission 
sought a Solomon-like solution to the problem, drawing its inspiration from a resolution 
of the 18th Conference. Basing itself on the idea that the People’s Republic was respon-
sible for implementing the Geneva Conventions on the territory of mainland China and 
that Taipei was responsible for this on the island of Formosa, it invited the government 

1 On 25 October 1971, the UN General Assembly admitted the People’s Republic of China as the 
country’s sole legitimate representative to the UN and made it a permanent member of the Security 
Council.

2 Catherine Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross, 1945 to 1955, ICRC, Geneva, 2017, pp. 97–103.

3 The Statutes adopted by the 13th International Conference of the Red Cross (The Hague, 1928) 
created the Standing Commission of the International Red Cross. Its existence was confirmed when 
those statutes were revised by the 18th International Conference (Toronto, 1952). The Commission 
is made up of nine members, including five National Society members (elected by the International 
Conference), two representatives of the ICRC (one its president), and two representatives of the 
Federation (the former League), one its president. The Commission generally meets twice a year 
and mostly deals with procedural matters. For example, it sets the agenda and draft programme 
for the next International Conference, and collaborates with the body hosting that event, ensuring 
that adequate preparations are made (Art. 10 of the Statutes). On the origins, composition and 
role of the Standing Commission, see: François Bugnion “The Standing Commission of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent: Its Origins, Role and Prospects for the Future”, in Liesbeth Lijnzaad, 
Johanna Van Sambeek and Bahia Tahzib-Lie (eds), Making the Voice of Humanity Heard: Essays on 
Humanitarian Assistance and International Humanitarian Law in Honour of HRH Princess Margriet 
of the Netherlands, Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, Leiden & Boston, December 2003, pp. 41–59.
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of the People’s Republic to represent China, and invited Chiang Kai-shek’s government 
to represent the “government of Formosa”. Taipei declared this unacceptable.

The issue of nuclear weapons continued to be of overwhelming concern to gov-
ernments and peoples alike. This persisted throughout the Cold War, marked as 
it was by the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962 and the signing in Moscow 
in August 1963 of the Limited Test Ban Treaty, which prohibited the testing of 
nuclear weapons in the atmosphere – the first sign of détente in the strategic nuclear 
arms race. Hitherto the world had been subjected to an ever-more-frantic arms race 
marked by Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the explosion of the first Soviet atomic bomb 
in July 1949 and the United States’ explosion of the first hydrogen bomb in November 
1952. Only nine months later, Georgy Malenkov (who briefly replaced Stalin after 
his death in March 1953) announced that the USSR too now possessed the hydrogen 
bomb. Every year, the two superpowers tested new, increasingly terrifying devices. 
Then, in October 1957, the Soviets staggered the entire world by launching Sputnik, 
the world’s first artificial satellite. In so doing, they had not only leapt ahead of the 
US in the “space race”, they had made clear that if they possessed rockets capable of 
putting a satellite in orbit, then they possessed rockets capable of delivering a weapon 
anywhere on the globe.

The ICRC was following the arms race with mounting anxiety, reasoning that the 
Cold War must sooner or later degenerate into a hot conflict, a third world war.

On 5 September 1945 – less than a month after Hiroshima – the ICRC published 
a text entitled “The end of hostilities and the future tasks of the Red Cross”, which 
expressed the organization’s concern about the destructive potential of atomic weapons. 
It asked whether these weapons should not be banned.4 At the 1949 diplomatic con-
ference, the USSR expressed its indignation at the fact that the conference would be 
adopting a convention for the protection of civilians in wartime without prohibiting 
nuclear weapons, which in the Soviet view constituted the most serious threat to civil-
ians in wartime.5

The ICRC returned to the issue in early 1950,6 expressing its conviction of the need 
to restore the immunity of the civilian population against the effects of war. Working 
with highly qualified experts, the organization had drawn up the above-mentioned 
draft rules to this end.

The basic purpose of these rules was to supplement the protection and aid for the 
civilian population provided for by the Fourth Geneva Convention. That protection 
and aid “might be jeopardized as long as there were indiscriminate attacks on military 

4 “La fin des hostilités et les tâches futures de la Croix-Rouge”, 5 September 1945, RICR, No. 321, 
September 1945, pp. 657–662.

5 Final Record of the Diplomatic Conference of Geneva of 1949, Federal Political Department, Bern, 
1949, four volumes, Vol. II-A, pp. 761–762 and 802–805; Vol. II-B pp. 495–509; Vol. III, pp. 180–
181. Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., pp. 248–249.

6 “Atomic weapons and non-directed missiles”, 5 April 1950, RICR, Supplement, Vol. III, No. 4, April 
1950, pp. 70–73.
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personnel and civilians alike with weapons which might even raze whole cities to 
the ground.”7

The ICRC began preparing the draft in 1952. It submitted the results of its work to 
a commission of experts to study the problem of protecting civilians from aerial warfare 
and indiscriminate weapons. Held in Geneva in April 1954, the gathering involved mil-
itary experts and eminent scholars in public international law from Belgium, Finland, 
France, the Federal Republic of Germany, India, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Norway, 
the United Kingdom, the United States and Yugoslavia. The ICRC had also invited 
experts from the German Democratic Republic, Poland and the USSR, but none had 
agreed to come.

Their deliberations over, the participants unanimously adopted a resolution in 
which they stated:

“ … if the destructive power of the weapons of war remains unlimited and their use unre-
stricted, selective bombing of targets in order to distinguish between persons taking part 
in hostilities and those not taking part in them, or between legitimate military targets 
and protected areas would be virtually impossible.

The Commission is therefore definitely of the opinion that if the population is to be 
adequately protected the primary condition is the limitation of the destructive power 
and unrestricted use of the weapons of war.”8

The draft was then submitted to the 23rd session of the League of Red Cross Societies’ 
Board of Governors, which met in Oslo in May 1954. The Board unanimously asked the 
ICRC to undertake an immediate study and make proposals to the next International 
Conference of the Red Cross for the additions needed to the Conventions in force, 
in order to effectively protect the civilian population against the dangers of atomic, 
chemical and bacteriological warfare.9

It was thus after thorough consultations and with the support of the National 
Societies and the League that the ICRC presented its draft to the 19th International 
Conference. The draft’s essence was that belligerents should be obliged to take all 
precautions needed to prevent attacks on military objectives from striking the 
civilian population.10

What this actually constituted was a draft convention intended to restore the prin-
ciple of civilian immunity from the effects of hostilities, to define the military objectives 

7 Excerpt from the statement made by ICRC spokesman Frédéric Siordet when introducing the draft 
rules, ICRC Annual Report 1957, p. 81.

8 “A meeting of experts at the ICRC headquarters”, 3 April 1954, RICR, Supplement, Vol. VII, No. 4, 
April 1954, pp. 109–110.

9 “The protection of the civilian population in atomic, chemical and bacteriological warfare”, RICR, 
Supplement, Vol. VII, No. 11, November 1954, pp. 213–215.

10 Draft Rules for the Limitation of the Dangers Incurred by the Civilian Population in Time of War, 
19th International Conference of the Red Cross (New Delhi, January 1957), ICRC, Geneva, September 
1956. ICRC Annual Report 1957, p. 81. Rey-Schyrr, op. cit., pp. 255–278.
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that could legally be attacked, to specify the precautions that must be taken when 
attacking, and to prohibit area bombing.

Article 14 of the draft constituted a ban on weapons whose effects could not be 
controlled: “Without prejudice to the present or future prohibition of certain specific 
weapons, the use is prohibited of weapons whose harmful effects – resulting in par-
ticular from the dissemination of incendiary, chemical, bacteriological, radioactive 
or other agents – could spread to an unforeseen degree or escape, either in space or 
in time, from the control of those who employ them, thus endangering the civilian 
population. …”11

In effect this article took on the issue of prohibiting weapons of mass destruction, 
including nuclear weapons, since any atomic explosion necessarily involved the uncon-
trollable and widespread dispersion of radioactive matter. Discussion of this matter 
within the UN and other disarmament forums had reached an impasse.

A year before the New Delhi Conference, the ICRC circulated the draft rules to 
National Societies and the States party to the Geneva Conventions.12 The US govern-
ment asked the ICRC to withdraw the draft and announce that it had approached other 
governments with a request that they send only observers to New Delhi. The ICRC 
felt that a withdrawal would amount to a political act, which would doubtless pose 
dangers for the Red Cross. It therefore refused the US request.13 But it had understood 
that the debate at the Conference would be fraught with difficulty.

Shortly before the Conference, the Japanese Red Cross Society submitted a draft 
resolution calling for the suspension of nuclear tests.14

The Conference opens

Some 400 delegates representing 71 governments, 70 National Societies, the ICRC 
and the League gathered for the Conference, which opened in New Delhi with a 
ceremony involving Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, president of the Indian Red Cross Society, 
and Rajenda Prasad, president of the Republic of India.

11 Draft Rules for the Limitation of the Dangers Incurred by the Civilian Population in Time of War, 
19th International Conference of the Red Cross (New Delhi, January 1957), ICRC, Geneva, September 
1956, p. 101.

12 “Protection juridique des populations civiles contre les dangers de la guerre indiscriminée”, Circular 
No. 410 addressed to the Central Committees of the National Red Cross Societies (Red Crescent, 
Red Lion and Sun), 27 June 1955, RICR, No. 438, pp. 443–446.

13 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 1 August 1957, pp. 7–8; A PV 
A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session on 8 August 1957, pp. 1–4.

14 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council of 29 August 1957, pp. 5–6; 
3 October 1957, p. 2; “Essais d’armes nucléaires, Mémorandum pour la délégation du CICR à la 
XIXe Conférence internationale de la Croix-Rouge”, SP Document 145, n.d., appended to the notice 
convening the session of the Presidential Council of 19 September 1957.
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12.  Prime Minister Nehru addresses the 19th International Conference of the Red Cross 
(New Delhi, 1957).  © Federation (ICRC/CID, V P HIST-E-02130)
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In her welcoming address on 27 October, Amrit Kaur emphasized that the Red 
Cross – a non-governmental, non-political and non-religious organization – could 
not do without humanitarianism as its unshakeable foundation or impartiality as its 
unfailing focus.15

Prasad told the Conference that this was a crucial period in world history owing to 
the advent of atomic energy and the first steps taken in space exploration. He pointed 
out that these advances would have been hailed as a boon to mankind if they did not 
involve the grave risk of being used as instruments of destruction and a threat to the 
survival of mankind itself. There was growing suspicion, fear, incomprehension and 
bitterness accompanied by a growing threat to world peace: “Humanity thus seems 
to be groping in the dark, at the crossroads, not knowing whether man will achieve 
mastery of his creation of scientific miracles or face extermination.” What was at stake 
at the Conference, he said, was nothing less than protecting the human species by 
prohibiting nuclear experiments.16 Thus it was clear from the opening ceremony on 
that discussion would be dominated by the nuclear question.

André François-Poncet, the president of the French Red Cross, addressed the 
Conference in his capacity as chairman of the Standing Commission.17 He observed 
that the world found itself divided into “two political and social systems vying for 
people’s minds, two blocs, each of which suspects the other of preparing to attack 
it.” Meanwhile, there was the danger that nuclear weapons would annihilate hun-
dreds of thousands of people in a single instant. The Red Cross, he said, “is universal” 
and “stands above politics”. It must therefore act as a unifying force. François-Poncet 
exhorted the participants to exclude all political argument from their deliberations, 
while nevertheless looking unflinchingly at issues concerning the use of weapons of 
mass destruction.18

The ICRC president, Léopold Boissier, then took the rostrum to stress the unique 
nature of the organization’s work for political detainees. In recent years, the ICRC 
had “obtained permission from governments to visit and assist” political detainees. 
This had been made possible by “the principles of charity and brotherhood for which 
the Red Cross has gained acknowledgement”. It was the Conference’s primary duty 

15 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, New Delhi, October–November 1957, Proceedings, 
New Delhi, Indian Red Cross, pp. 31–32.

16 Ibid., pp. 32–33.
17 André François-Poncet was France’s ambassador to Berlin (1931–1938) and Rome (1938–1940). 

After the fall of France he was imprisoned by the Germans for three years. He served as ambas-
sador to West Germany from 1953 to 1955. François-Poncet was appointed president of the French 
Red Cross shortly after the Second World War and elected to the Standing Commission at the 
17th International Conference (Stockholm, 1948). He then became Commission president, taking 
over from Folke Bernadotte, president of the Swedish Red Cross, who had been assassinated in 
Jerusalem. He was re-elected to the Standing Commission at the 18th and 19th International 
Conferences, presiding over it from 1948 to 1965. He was elected to the Académie française in 
1952 and died in Paris in 1978.

18 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, New Delhi, October–November 1957, Proceedings, 
pp. 33–35.
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to invigorate these principles despite “the rivalries now shaking the world and the 
perhaps invincible power of modern weapons”. The Conference must also constitute a 
way of calling for peace. Boissier therefore strongly urged the participants to conduct 
themselves during their discussions “in a spirit of mutual understanding and thus arrive 
at unanimous decisions”.19

The chairman of the League’s Board of Governors, Emil Sandström, gave an opti-
mistic account of what the National Societies, the League and the ICRC could do “in 
a world afflicted by so much suffering”.20

The last person to speak at the opening ceremony was India’s prime minister, 
Jawaharlal Nehru. He pointed out that at a time when war would cause devastation 
on a terrifying scale, at a time when the world was divided by the Cold War, there 
was an imperative need to reject the “policy of constant fear and hatred” and learn to 
coexist. Nehru condemned the world’s division into two mutually antagonistic blocs 
and called on the international community to overcome the Cold War’s divisions. He 
appealed to the Red Cross to go beyond the role of treating the symptoms of war and 
to take action to prevent war in the first place. It must strive “to soothe and to heal the 
wounds of the spirit”, to be “a bridge between these various armies”.21

Initial plenary sessions

Two plenary meetings took place, one on each of the two days following the 
opening ceremony.

At the first of these meetings, the participants elected the chairwoman and vice-
chairmen as well as the secretaries of the Conference itself and of its various com-
missions. Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, president of the Indian Red Cross, was elected 
chairwoman by acclamation. The participants then discussed whether the press should 
be allowed to attend the meetings of the commissions.22 But this discussion was sud-
denly interrupted by Li Teh-chuan, a representative of the Red Cross Society of China:

“Madam Chairman and fellow-delegates: There are certain things which the Chinese 
Government and the Chinese Red Cross have to raise as an emergency matter before 
this Conference on a point of order. According to news verified from many sources, the 
Chairman of the Standing Commission of the International Red Cross, Mr François-
Poncet, under the direction of the United States delegation, on October 26, in disre-
gard of the opposition of the majority of the majority of the members of the Standing 
Commission, has gone so far as to rob the name of the Standing Commission to send of 
his own will, a telegram to the so-called Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Government 

19 Ibid., pp. 35–36.
20 Ibid., pp. 36–37.
21 Ibid., pp. 37–39.
22 Ibid., pp. 40–41.
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of the Republic of the Chiang Kai-shek clique entrenched as the Republic of China, 
Taiwan, to send delegates speedily to attend the Conference. The delegates of the Chiang 
Kai-shek clique are on their way to the Conference.

Mr François-Poncet, as Chairman of an international organization, has the audacity to 
misuse his authority to serve the cause of the United States in creating two Chinas and 
disrupt the Conference. This is a provocation against this Conference and it is intolerable 
to the Chinese delegation as to all fair-minded people.

The delegation of the People’s Republic of China and the Red Cross of China hereby 
makes the following proposal before the Conference:

 ‘The Conference strongly condemns the United States delegation for the carrying 
out of its sinister political plot at the International Red Cross Conference and the 
illegal act of Mr François-Poncet and immediately takes emergency measures to forbid 
Chiang’s clique repudiated by the Chinese people from attending the Conference.’

 The Chinese people and the Chinese government resolutely oppose the creation of two 
Chinas and would have absolutely nothing to do with any International Conference 
in which the elements of Chiang Kai-shek’s clique attend and take part.”  23

Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, chairwoman of the Conference, reminded Ms Li that any 
emergency motion must be submitted to the chairman before it could be made in 
a meeting.24

This incident past, discussion about admitting the press continued. But it was once 
again interrupted, this time by Pan Tzu-li, a member of the People’s Republic’s delega-
tion. He asked that the emergency motion be considered immediately.25

His request was supported by Georgy Miterev, a representative of both the Soviet 
government and the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in the USSR, 
who said that “because of the wrong decision of the Standing Commission of the 
International Red Cross and because of the fact that Ambassador François-Poncet sent, 
of his own will, a telegram to Taiwan, the Conference cannot proceed to its business”. 
“We all know,” he added, “that there is only one Red Cross Society in China and there 
is only one China in the world. This State cannot be deprived of its rights. I insist that 
the Chinese discussion be put to the discussion.”26

Following this statement, Rajkumari Amrit Kaur simply went on to a vote on 
whether to admit the press to commission meetings. The item was adopted.27 Then 
she yielded the floor to François-Poncet, who reported on the work of the Standing 

23 Ibid., pp. 41–42.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid., p. 43.
26 Ibid., pp. 43–44.
27 Ibid., p. 44.



92 part i. autumn crises of 1956 / 19th international conference

Commission from Toronto in 1952 through to New Delhi. His report mentioned, as 
follows, the problem of how China should be represented:

“The Standing Commission … received protests (in the same manner and the same terms 
as at Toronto) from the Government and the Red Cross of the People’s Republic of China 
and the Government and the Red Cross of Formosa. The Government and the Red Cross 
of Peking protested against the invitation sent to the Government and the Red Cross of 
Formosa, whose existence they refuse to acknowledge. For their part, the Government 
and the Red Cross of Formosa claimed to be the only bodies qualified to represent China, 
and protested against the invitation sent to the Government and the Red Cross of Peking. 
The dispute was not new; it had been dealt with by the 18th Conference in Toronto.

The Standing Commission made reference to the traditional ruling whereby the 
International Red Cross does not concern itself with the legitimacy of Governments. 
It is sufficient for a Government to exercise its authority over a particular territory and 
for it to be signatory to the Geneva Conventions to have the right to take part, without 
reservations, in the International Conference. It is sufficient for the Society to carry 
out effective activities in the territory under that Government’s control, and for it to be 
officially recognized by the ICRC, to be called upon to participate in the International 
Conference with the right to take part in the discussions and to vote. If not, it can only 
be invited as an observer.

In application of those principles, the Standing Commission invited the Government of 
the People’s Republic of China, signatory to the Conventions and the Red Cross of the 
People’s Republic of China, recognized by the ICRC, to take part in the 19th Conference, 
with the right to take part in the discussions and to vote. It also invited the Government 
of Taiwan, as such and inasmuch as it exercises effective control in the island of Taiwan, 
and is signatory to the Conventions, to attend in its full right the 19th Conference. The 
Red Cross Society of Taiwan, however, which exists and, in fact, carries out its activities 
in the territory of Formosa but has not been recognized by the ICRC, as it has never 
taken the necessary action, could only be invited as an observer in an advisory capacity 
but without the right to vote.”28

After François-Poncet’s address, Rajkumari Amrit Kaur adjourned the meeting.
The next plenary meeting, the following day, began with a statement by a repre-

sentative of the Red Cross Society of China, Li Teh-chuan. She claimed that André 
François-Poncet’s speech of the previous day amounted to a major propaganda act 
intended to promote the two-China policy of the United States, which was plotting to 
make it a reality. François-Poncet’s words, she said, were “part of these sinister activities 
of the United States”. She reaffirmed that only the People’s Republic and her National 
Society were entitled to attend the Conference.29

28 Ibid., pp. 45–50.
29 Ibid., pp. 51–52.
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Georgy Miterev of the USSR then took the floor to support Ms Li’s statement. 
François-Poncet replied as follows: “I have listened very philosophically and calmly 
to the reproaches which have been levelled at me, for this is almost a repetition of the 
scenes that took place at the Toronto Conference; in fact, I felt five years younger, which 
at my age is indeed a pleasant sensation. There is nothing we can do about the fact that 
there is a vast continental China with its capital at Peking, and a smaller China with 
its capital at Taipei. Attempts are being made to oblige us to choose between these two 
Chinas, but we refuse to do that. We refused yesterday, we refuse again today. However 
persistently we are asked to make this choice, we shall still refuse to choose tomorrow, 
because this is a matter which is strictly political.”30

Robert McClintock, representing the US government, spoke next. He said that the 
US had done nothing to influence François-Poncet. He stated that “the presence here 
of the United States Government Delegation does not imply the recognition by the 
United States of the regimes in Peking, in North Viet-Nam, in North Korea, in Eastern 
Germany or the so-called regime of Outer Mongolia. None of these regimes is recog-
nized by the United States, by the United Nations or by the specialized agencies of the 
United Nations. My Government recognizes as the sole Government of Germany, the 
Federal Republic of Germany, as the sole Government of Korea the Republic of Korea, 
the sole Government of Viet-Nam the Republic of Viet-Nam, and the sole government 
of China the Republic of China”. McClintock then announced that the United States 
had submitted a resolution calling for each delegation to be called by its official name, 
in other words, that the Taiwan delegation should be invited to the Conference as the 
delegation of the Republic of China.31 This proposal was doubly unacceptable for the 
People’s Republic and the Soviet bloc since it amounted not only to recognizing the 
government on Taiwan but also to presenting that government as that of all China.

The meeting ended with Paul Ruegger, representing the Swiss government,32 
rising on a point of order and moving that the plenary discussion now end so that 
the Conference commissions could begin their work. Chairwoman Amrit Kaur did 
not put this motion to a vote, but simply adjourned the meeting after stating that the 
debate over the representation of China was now over.33

The Conference commissions were now able to go to work.

30 Ibid., p. 53
31 Ibid., pp. 53–55.
32 Paul Ruegger served as Swiss ambassador in Rome and London before becoming president of 

the ICRC (1948–1955). He remained a member of the ICRC, and the fact that he represented 
Switzerland at the New Delhi Conference demonstrates that the ICRC did not think of independ-
ence from the Swiss government then as it does today.

33 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, New Delhi, October–November 1957, Proceedings, 
pp. 55–57.
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The three commissions

There were three commissions: the International Humanitarian Law Commission, 
the Medico-Social Commission and the General Commission.

The International Humanitarian Law Commission

This commission was chaired by John A. MacAulay, president of the Canadian Red Cross.
It began its work by studying the most important document submitted to the 

Conference: draft rules for “limitation of the dangers incurred by the civilian popu-
lation in time of war”.

The Commission discussed the draft for two days. The entire subject of atomic 
weapons was highly controversial since the Communist countries were criticizing the 
ICRC draft for not simply banning nuclear weapons. The West, on the other hand, 
felt that such a prohibition would be ineffective if it were not accompanied by general 
disarmament and verification measures.34

Ultimately, the Commission failed to reach a consensus and submitted the following 
resolution, which was adopted by the Conference:

The XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross,

convinced that it is interpreting the general feeling throughout the world which demands 
that effective measures be taken to rid the peoples from the nightmare of the threat of war,

having taken cognizance of the “Draft Rules for the Limitation of the Dangers incurred by the 
Civilian Population in Time of War”, drawn up by the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, following a request by the Board of Governors of the League, meeting at Oslo in 1954,

considers that a set of rules revising and extending those previously accepted is highly desirable as 
a measure of protection for the civilian population, if a conflict should unfortunately break out,

deems that the objectives of the Draft Rules submitted are in conformity with Red Cross 
ideals and the requirements of humanity,

urges the International Committee of the Red Cross to continue its efforts for the protection 
of the civilians population against the evils of war, and

requests the International Committee of the Red Cross, acting on behalf of the XIXth 
International Conference, to transmit the Draft Rules, the record of its discussions, the text of 
the proposals, and the submitted amendments, to the Governments for their consideration.35

34 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, New Delhi, October–November 1957: Final Record 
Concerning the Draft Rules for the Limitation of the Dangers Incurred by the Civilian Population in 
Time of War, ICRC, Geneva, April 1958, pp. 5–109; François Bugnion, The International Committee 
of the Red Cross and the Protection of War Victims, pp. 725–726.

35 “Draft rules for the limitation of the dangers incurred by the civilian population in time of war”, 
Resolution XIII of the 19th International Conference, 19th International Conference of the Red 
Cross, New Delhi, October–November 1957, Proceedings, pp. 98–102 and 153–154.
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This represented a failure for the ICRC, for the organization had viewed its draft as 
the starting point for a process of codification of humanitarian law that it hoped would 
be initiated by a mandate conferred on it by the New Delhi Conference. By adopting 
this resolution, however, the Conference in effect denied the ICRC responsibility for 
the follow-up and thus delayed any real action indefinitely.

The second item on that day’s agenda was “the role of National Red Cross Societies 
in the sphere of civil protection”. The ICRC submitted a number of proposed directives 
to the Commission, and these were accepted.36

The Japanese Red Cross asked the Conference to appeal to the United States to 
cease or at least suspend nuclear tests. However, given that negotiations between 
States on this issue were going on within the UN framework, most members of the 
Commission embraced a text proposed by the Indian Red Cross for a general resolution 
calling on the world community to renounce war and to take measures unremittingly 
to “effectively protect humanity from the terrible consequences of the use of incendiary, 
chemical, bacteriological, radioactive or other such agents”.37

The Commission then took up ratification of the 1949 Geneva Conventions and 
promotion of their application and of knowledge of their rules. This was a subject trad-
itionally dealt with at the Conference and the ICRC had prepared a detailed report. 
By the end of 1957, a total of 69 States, including all the great powers, were bound by 
the Conventions.

Meanwhile, other draft resolutions were submitted by National Societies. Two of 
these concerned protecting people affected by internal conflict. The first, presented 
by the Lebanese Red Cross Society and the Syrian Arab Red Crescent, required that 
neither doctors nor patients should have any cause for anxiety on account of their 
relationship, that the confidential relationship between doctor and patient must be 
respected and that it must be made possible for medical supplies to be freely distrib-
uted. The prime purpose of this draft was to condemn the “medical blockade” that 
the French army was seeking to impose on areas of Algeria under the control of the 
National Liberation Front. However, the issue of neutrality for medical work was 
also a major one in connection with Hungary where, following the Soviet interven-
tion in November 1956, many doctors and nurses had been punished for treating 
wounded rebels.

The second resolution, submitted by the Argentine Red Cross, affirmed that in 
armed conflicts, relief supplies should be distributed equitably between all those 
affected, and required that National Societies and the ICRC be entitled to do this in 
all circumstances.

Both these drafts were adopted by the Commission.

36 Resolution XIV of the 19th International Conference, ibid., pp. 154 and 101–102.
37 Resolution XVIII of the 19th International Conference, ibid., pp. 104–108 and 155.
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The XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross,

considering the efforts already made by the International Committee of the Red Cross to 
minimize the suffering caused by armed conflicts of all types, expresses the wish that a new 
provision be added to the existing Geneva Conventions of 1949, extending the provisions of 
Article 3 thereof so that:
(a) the wounded may be cared for without discrimination and doctors in no way hindered 

when giving the care which they are called upon to provide in these circumstances,
(b) the inviolable principle of medical professional secrecy may be respected,
(c) there may be no restrictions, other than those provided by international legislation, 

on the sale of free circulation of medicines, it being understood that these will be used 
exclusively for therapeutic purposes,

furthermore, makes an urgent appeal to all Governments to repeal any measures which 
might be contrary to the present Resolution.38

The last item addressed by Commission I was the reunification of families dispersed 
by conflict. This was prompted by proposals from the National Societies of Hungary, 
Japan and South Korea, three countries desiring the return of many of their nationals 
then abroad.39 These proposals were not accepted, however, and the Canadian Red 
Cross therefore submitted a resolution recommending that the wishes of the individual 
concerned be paramount and, where children were involved, that the head of the family, 
wherever he was, should decide. This text was accepted by the Commission.40

The Medico-Social Commission

This body was chaired by Irena Domanska, president of the Polish Red Cross. It dis-
cussed the National Societies’ role regarding first aid, hospitals, blood transfusion, 
health education and nursing care. It also discussed the organization of Red Cross 
Youth. It submitted a number of resolutions that were adopted by the plenary.41

38 “Medical care”, Resolution XVII of the 19th International Conference ibid., pp. 103–104 and 
154–155.

39 See the chapters in this book on Hungary, p. 31 ff., and the repatriation of Koreans in Japan, 
p. 107 ff.

40 Resolution XX of the 19th International Conference, ibid., pp. 108–109 and 155.
41 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, New Delhi, October–November 1957, Proceedings, 

pp. 110–124; Resolutions XXII, XXIV, XXV, XXVII, XXVIII, XXIX, XXX, XXXI and XXXII, 
adopted by the 19th International Conference, ibid., pp. 156–160.
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The General Commission

Chaired by Armas-Eino Martola, president of the Finnish Red Cross, the Commission 
studied the reports submitted by the various bodies of the International Red Cross. It 
adopted a resolution aimed at aiding Algerian refugees in Morocco and a resolution 
reaffirming the independence of the National Societies.42

When the three commissions had completed their work, the Conference gathered 
for plenary meetings on 5, 6 and 7 November.

The final plenary meetings

The third plenary, held on 5 November, began with an address by Sarvepalli 
Radhakrishnan, India’s vice-president and an eminent scholar. Referring to the threats 
facing the world owing to scientific progress and the Cold War, he stressed the need 
to “prevent a war which, in today’s world, would constitute a crime against humanity”. 
This required people to avoid all absolutism of belief and action. Patience was needed 
since problems tended to dissipate of their own accord with the passage of time. People 
must “suppress the instincts of hatred, greed, etc. and develop the instincts of love and 
truth”. After citing the Buddha’s five main principles, Radhakrishnan quoted a verse 
from Deuteronomy: “I call on heaven and earth to record this day against you, that I 
have set before you life and death, blessing a cursing. Therefore, choose life that both 
thou and thy seed may live.”43

At the request of Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, John A. MacAulay – the president of the 
Canadian Red Cross – took the chair for the rest of the meeting, and attention turned 
once again to the procedure that should be followed in inviting National Societies and 
governments to the International Conference.44

After the US representative rose to once again speak of the resolution his dele-
gation had submitted the previous week, Pan Tzu-li, representing the government 
of the People’s Republic of China, accused certain delegations of seeking to use the 
Conference to create two Chinas. Chairman MacAulay made several attempts to 
prompt Pan to yield the floor and finally threatened to cut his microphone connection 
if he continued addressing political themes. MacAulay then decided to have Pan’s state-
ment struck from the official minutes. By contrast, the minutes did contain a long legal 
pronouncement by Pan seeking to prove that the government of Formosa could not be 
invited to the Conference. This was because, he explained, Formosa was an integral part 
of China and because the only reason why Formosa was not being ruled from Peking 
was interference and obstruction by the United States. He also announced that a draft 

42 Ibid., pp. 124–129; Resolutions XI and XII of the 19th International Conference, ibid., p. 153.
43 Ibid., pp. 58–60.
44 Ibid., pp. 60–61.



98 part i. autumn crises of 1956 / 19th international conference

resolution would be submitted that would prohibit any invitation being extended to 
the Taiwan Red Cross Organization.45

The Conference thus found itself facing two contradictory draft resolutions. A con-
frontation was inevitable.

A number of participants (for example, government representatives from Argentina, 
France, Ireland, the Republic of Korea, Spain, Switzerland, Venezuela and the United 
States) rose to speak in favour of inviting Formosa’s government.

Others (in particular the governments of Czechoslovakia, India, the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea, Poland and the USSR) expressed their opposition.46

During the fourth plenary meeting, on 6 November, ICRC president Léopold 
Boissier announced that both the ICRC and the League had asked him to speak 
on their behalf. He had learned, he said, that certain delegations were preparing to 
leave the Conference. This would represent a serious defeat for the Movement and he 
implored all the participants to stay.47

The issue of invitations to the Conference remained under discussion. After more 
than 10 hours, deliberations were at an impasse. The participants therefore voted unan-
imously to come back to the subject at Conference’s end, and to proceed now with the 
other business before it.48 This enabled the Conference to finish its work on questions 
of substance before finding itself split on a political issue.

Thus, practically without discussion, the participants adopted the reports and res-
olutions that the rapporteurs of the three commissions submitted to them.49

They then decided on the place and date of the next Conference. Two proposals 
lay before them. One came from the ICRC, the League and the Swiss Red Cross: to 
hold the 20th International Conference in Geneva in 1963, making it the high point 
of ceremonies to mark the centenary of the Red Cross.50 The other came from the 
Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in the USSR: to hold the Conference 
in Moscow in 1961.51

After listening to the arguments in favour of the two proposals, the Conference 
decided in a vote of 65 to 20 (with seven abstentions) to hold the 20th Conference in 
Geneva in 1963.52

45 Ibid., pp. 61–68.
46 Ibid., pp. 68–98.
47 Ibid., p. 86.
48 Ibid., p. 98.
49 Ibid., pp. 98–129 and 151–163.
50 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, “Date et lieu de la XXe Conférence internationale”, SP Document 141, 

n.d., appended to the notice convening the Committee’s plenary session of 8 August 1957; minutes 
of the Committee’s plenary session of 8 August 1957, pp. 6–7; 12 September 1957, p. 11; A PV C1 
Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council of 24 October 1957, p. 5.

51 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session on 12 September 1957, p. 11; 
A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 17 October 1957, p. 6; 24 October 1957, p. 5.

52 Resolution XL of the 19th International Conference, 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, 
New Delhi, October–November 1957, Proceedings, pp. 130–132 and 162. Once again owing to the 
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The participants then turned to the draft resolution submitted by the ICRC and 
entitled “The Red Cross as a Factor for World Peace”. But this discussion was inter-
rupted by a debate about voting on the resolution presented the previous week by the 
US, requiring that the government of Formosa be invited to attend the Conference as 
representing the “Republic of China”. This resolution – voted on by secret ballot – was 
adopted by 62 to 44 (with 16 abstentions).53

Whereupon the representative of the People’s Republic of China announced that 
the Chinese delegation was leaving the Conference.54

Chairwoman Amrit Kaur declared that the manner in which the United States’ 
resolution had been introduced constituted an act of profound discourtesy toward the 
Indian Red Cross. Prince Frédéric de Mérode, president of the Belgian Red Cross, she 
said, had agreed to take the chair in her place. She then left the hall with the Indian 
Red Cross delegation.55 Georgy Miterev, speaking for both the Soviet National Society 
and government, then moved that the Conference end immediately. His motion was 
rejected by 65 votes to 35 (with five abstentions).56

The delegations of the following States thereupon left the hall: Albania, Bulgaria, 
Czechoslovakia, Egypt, the German Democratic Republic, Hungary, Indonesia, 
the People’s Democratic Republic of Korea, Poland, Romania, Syria, the USSR, the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam and Yugoslavia.57

Prince Mérode directed the Conference back to the subject of the Red Cross as a 
force for peace. Just then, two participants entered the hall – now half empty – and 
seated themselves behind a plaque marked “Republic of China”.58 This brought the 
Indian government delegate to his feet on a point of order to protest against their 
presence and move that they be expelled. This motion was defeated.59

Discussion now returned to the Red Cross as a force for peace, though the partic-
ipants’ hearts were no longer in it. ICRC president Boissier gave a brief summary of 
the Conference and exhorted the various representatives to better serve the Red Cross 
ideal in future, otherwise it would never triumph.60

issue of representation for China, the 20th Conference did not take place until 1965 in Vienna (see 
the chapter in this book on the 20th International Conference, p. 507 ff.).

53 Resolution XXXVI of the 19th International Conference, 19th International Conference of the Red 
Cross, New Delhi, October–November 1957, Proceedings, pp. 141 and 161.

54 Ibid., p. 141.
55 Ibid.
56 Ibid., p. 142.
57 Ibid., pp. 142–146.
58 Ibid., p. 145.
59 Ibid., pp. 145–146.
60 Ibid., pp. 146–147.
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Conclusion

The New Delhi Conference took place at a time when the threat of nuclear war hung 
over the whole of humanity and the “space race” had just begun with the Soviet launch 
of Sputnik, the world’s first artificial satellite.

In this climate of belligerence, the ICRC’s submission of draft rules that would 
prohibit all use of nuclear arms appeared to some governments as an act of provocation. 
And, as noted above, the United States, even before the Conference, had approached 
the ICRC and asked it to withdraw the draft. The ICRC did not yield, despite the 
threatening tone of the US request.61 There was nevertheless every reason to fear that 
deliberations during the Conference would slide into vitriolic exchanges. This did 
not happen, however. Commission I finished its work and produced, by consensus, a 
resolution indefinitely postponing consideration of the draft.

It may seem surprising from today’s perspective, but what very nearly caused the 
Conference to collapse, and what led to hours of stormy debate during which delega-
tions hurled insults at each other, was the question of the presence or absence of Taiwan’s 
government delegation. In the end, this issue caused a deep split in the Movement, and 
over a dozen delegations – including that of the host National Society – left the hall 
in protest.

Yet in his report to the ICRC Assembly, President Boissier described the New Delhi 
Conference as a success for the ICRC.62 This may seem an astonishing appraisal, indi-
cating perhaps a state of denial. To understand it, however, we must consider what had 
happened at the previous International Conference, in 1952, when the ICRC had come 
under violent criticism for its conduct during the Second World War. Its very existence 
seemed at risk. Nothing of the sort had occurred in New Delhi. On the contrary, gov-
ernments and National Societies alike had shown their approval of the ICRC’s role and 
activities. In addition, the New Delhi Conference had supported the ICRC’s proposal 
to hold the 20th Conference in Geneva to mark the centenary of the Red Cross. Thus, 
the ICRC’s position following the 1957 Conference seemed strengthened vis-à-vis 
both governments and National Societies.63 Despite the deplorable concluding scene, 
the New Delhi Conference had not been a failure for the ICRC.

There was nevertheless no denying that contrasting political views had clashed 
on the Conference f loor and the event had ended in turmoil. It was procedural 
sleight of hand that had made it possible to place in the Conference’s final meeting a 
matter that normally should have been settled at the beginning, since it affected the 
Conference’s very make-up. It was only thus that it had been possible to deal with 
issues of real substance.

61 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session of 12 September 1957.
62 Ibid., 14 November 1957, p. 1.
63 That was the impression gained when several members of the ICRC delegation visited China, the 

USSR and Poland after the New Delhi Conference (ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the 
Committee’s plenary session of 9 January 1958, pp. 1–6.
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Nor can one ignore the fact that the draft rules – so important to the ICRC – had 
been buried by the Conference. This was such a major setback for the organization 
that over a decade would pass until finally, fearing that the UN could itself initiate 
a revision of the Geneva Conventions, the ICRC set in motion the process of once 
again updating humanitarian law. Unlike the draft rules consigned to oblivion in New 
Delhi, this later venture met with success. After 10 years of meetings and negotiation, 
and 20 years after the setback at the 19th International Conference, two Protocols 
additional to the Geneva Conventions were adopted on 8 June 1977.





Part II
Aftermath of the Second World War

For the ICRC, a war does not end with the last shot fired. As long as there are prisoners 
to repatriate, families dispersed during the fighting, groups of people in distress – the 
ICRC strives to help them. Naturally, this is dependent on the organization being 
allowed and given the means to do its work. Far from dwindling, that work often 
grows once hostilities are at an end, since the ICRC can then reach people previously 
made inaccessible by the fighting itself or by the belligerents’ denial of access. Besides, 
certain rules of humanitarian law take effect only once active hostilities have ceased, 
for example the obligation to repatriate prisoners of war and interned civilians.1

The Statutes of the International Red Cross, which had been revised by the 18th 
International Conference of the Red Cross (Toronto, 1952), expressly recognized that 
the ICRC’s spheres of competence and its responsibilities did not cease to apply when 
an armed conflict itself ceased. Nor did they end with the formal restoration of peace. 
Article IV (5) said this: “As a neutral institution whose humanitarian work is carried 
out particularly in time of war, civil war, or internal strife, it endeavours at all times to 
ensure the protection of and assistance to military and civilian victims of such conflicts 
and of their direct results.”

The longer the conflict and the greater the upheaval caused by it, the greater the 
scope of the ICRC’s post-war tasks. In the 20th century, the after-effects of war were 
frequently made more agonizing and intractable by the fact that the States concerned 
were at loggerheads over ideological matters, and this paralysed any dialogue between 
former belligerents.

The aftermath of the Second World War was foremost among the ICRC’s concerns 
in the years following the end of the war. For example, delegates made over 5,000 visits 
to camps holding German and Japanese prisoners of war. This activity finally ceased 
with the repatriation of the last prisoners in the mid-1950s.2

However, the ICRC continued to work for a further decade thereafter to alle-
viate suffering caused by the worldwide conflagration. This work took place mainly 
in three domains.

1 Marion Harroff-Tavel, “Do wars ever end? The work of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross when the guns fall silent”, IRRC, No. 851, September 2003, pp. 465–496.

2 Catherine Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross, 1945 to 1955, ICRC and Georg Editeur, Geneva, 2017, pp. 113–205.
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The first was tracing. The Central Tracing Agency continued receiving numerous 
tracing requests concerning former prisoners of war or personnel missing in action. 
And prisoners, for their part, sent requests for certification of their internment, for 
the purpose of obtaining a pension. During the period 1956-1965, requests arising 
from the Second World War were as numerous as those arising from new conflicts.3

Towrads the end of the war, and in the period that followed, between 12 and 15 
million Volksdeutsche (ethnic Germans) were driven out of former areas of the Reich 
now belonging to Poland and to the Soviet Union, and from countries in the Danube 
basin and the Balkan peninsula. These expulsions occurred in the chaotic conditions 
that characterized the German collapse, and many people became separated from their 
loved ones as a result. Most of these refugees managed to find their way to the Western-
occupied zones that would later become the Federal Republic of Germany. But at the 
time, that country had no diplomatic relations with the countries from which these 
people had fled and it was therefore impossible for them to trace family members left 
behind. By means of discreet and patient negotiation, the ICRC managed to lay the 
groundwork for agreements enabling such families to be reunited. It also facilitated the 
development of cooperation between the West German Red Cross and the National 
Societies of Eastern European countries. These agreements and this cooperation made 
it possible to reunite tens of thousands of families.4

An international agreement was signed in Bonn in June 1955 setting up the 
International Commission for the International Tracing Service, an organization 
created in wartime under a different name. The Service was thereafter supervised by 
a commission made up of representatives of the signatories (Belgium, France, West 
Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and the United 
States). The ICRC was assigned the task of running the Service.5

The Service had been set up at the initiative of France, the UK and the US in 
1944. They decided to gather in one place all the documents their advancing troops 
might find regarding Nazi persecution. The main goal was to facilitate the tracing of 
people who had disappeared and the reunification of families. These documents were 
stored in Frankfurt before being moved to Arolsen, a small town in northern Hesse, 
virtually at the point where the American, British and Soviet occupation zones met.6 
Part of the concentration-camp archives were destroyed in the final days of the war. 

3 Updates on the activities of the Central Tracing Agency were included in the ICRC’s annual reports 
from 1956 to 1965.

4 Herbert-Georges Beckh, “The reuniting of families in Europe during and after the Second World 
War”, IRRC, No. 718, July–August 1979, pp. 171–183; No. 723, May–June 1980, pp. 115–128; 
No. 734, March–April 1982, pp. 71–85.

5 Agreement Constituting an International Commission for the International Tracing Service, signed 
in Bonn on 6 June 1955; Agreement on the Relations between the International Commission for the 
International Tracing Service and the International Committee of the Red Cross, United Nations, 
Treaty Series, Vol. 219, pp. 79–104.

6 The Western Allies were hoping that the Soviet Union would work with the International Tracing 
Service. In 1997, Arolsen was renamed Bad Arolsen.
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But when the actual occupation was dismantled and the International Commission for 
the International Tracing Service and the ICRC placed in charge of the Service itself, 
it possessed the largest collection of archives on Nazi persecution.7 8 9

When the Bonn Agreement was reached in 1955, it was believed that the Service’s 
work was well on the way to being completed. There was even talk of shutting it down 
after two or three years and moving its archives to Geneva, where they would be inte-
grated with those of the Central Tracing Agency. In the early 1950s, West Germany had 
adopted legislation providing compensation payments for victims of Nazi persecution 
and other eligible beneficiaries. The documents assembled in the Arolsen archives – lists 
of those taken away in convoys of detainees, lists of those arriving in the camps, lists of 
those admitted to infirmaries, lists of those who died, etc. – served as the documentary 
basis for the compensation programmes. The Service was given the task of using its 
archives to issue captivity and death certificates to the victims’ survivors, so that they 
could, in their turn, use those certificates to claim benefits. This activity grew dramat-
ically from 1955 to 1956. Given its importance from a humanitarian viewpoint – its 
indispensability for those seeking help from the Service and the ICRC – it would 
scarcely do justice to this work to describe it as “routine”.10

In addition to its connection with the International Tracing Service, the ICRC 
offered its good offices as a neutral intermediary to help find solutions for two sensitive 
issues also arising from the Second World War:
• repatriating to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea any Korean residents of 

Japan who so wished
• compensating survivors of the medical experiments carried out in German con-

centration camps.

These will be the subjects of the next two chapters.

7 Some 30 million original documents were stored and used by the International Tracing Service as 
of 2009. One of its main tools, The Central Name Index, contains 50 million index cards linked to 
over 17 million people persecuted by the Nazis.

8 Under the 1955 Bonn Convention, the founding members of the International Commission of 
the International Tracing Service were Belgium, France, the Federal Republic of Germany, Israel, 
Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and the United States (United Nations, 
Treaty Series, Vol. 219, pp. 79–104). Greece and Poland acceded to the Convention on 6 June 1955, 
bringing the total number of Commission members up to 11.

9 Marc Hillel, Les archives de l ’espoir, Librairie Arthème Fayard, Paris, 1977. Charles-Claude 
Biedermann, More than 10.5 Million: 60 Years of History and Benefit of the Personal Documentary 
Material about the Former Civilian Persecutees of the National Socialist Regime Preserved in Bad 
Arolsen, Wildner-Druck, Bad Arolsen, 2003. Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu, pp. 154–156.

10 Hillel, op. cit.





The repatriation of Koreans living in Japan 
(1955-1967)

The situation of the Koreans in Japan

As soon as it was annexed by Japan in 1910, Korea was subjected to intense economic 
exploitation. Exploitation of Korean resources and labour was stepped up when the 
Sino-Japanese War resumed in 1931, and stepped up further after the attack on Pearl 
Harbor in late 1941. The Koreans had no political rights, but their country served as 
a rear base for Japanese operations in Manchuria and northern China, and was forced 
to take part in the Japanese war effort. This caused over four million Koreans to move 
abroad (voluntarily at first, but later by force). About half went to Japan and the other 
half to the Japanese puppet state of Manchuko.

When the Second World War ended, Korea was divided into two zones of military 
occupation. North of the 38th parallel was the zone under Red Army occupation. 
In February 1948, that zone was proclaimed the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea (commonly known as North Korea). It was supported by the USSR and, as of 
1949, by the People’s Republic of China. South of the 38th parallel was the zone under 
American occupation, which was proclaimed the Republic of Korea in August 1948, 
six months after North Korea was founded. Both Pyongyang and Seoul claimed to be 
the only legitimate government of the entire Korean peninsula.

After the Second World War, the United States – which was occupying Japan as 
well as southern Korea – organized free passage for 1.4 million Koreans who wished to 
return home from Japan. A smaller number preferred to postpone their return owing to 
the widespread unemployment, flooding, epidemics and even famine in their homeland. 
Naturally, Koreans living in Japan suffered the repercussions of the country’s division 
and the war that devastated it.

From June 1950 until July 1953, Korea became the crucible of the Cold War. War 
raged between Chinese- and Soviet-backed North Korea and South Korea supported 
by the US, Britain and Australia, the latter under United Nations aegis. When the 
guns finally fell silent, the country had been totally ravaged. An estimated three mil-
lion Koreans were dead and the main towns and infrastructure lay in ruins. Armistice 
negotiations remained hamstrung for months over the issue of prisoners of war. The 
North demanded the return of all those held by UN forces, while the United States 
and its allies refused to send back to North Korea or China prisoners who did not 
want to return.
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For the ICRC the Korean War was an abject failure. The organization never gained 
acceptance in the North and so was unable to come to the aid of either the North 
Korean population or prisoners in North Korean or Chinese hands. Lacking contact 
with all parties, it was unable to play its role of neutral intermediary. To add insult to 
injury, at the 18th International Conference (Toronto, 1952), the Soviet-bloc countries 
bitterly attacked its work in Korea.1

To make matters worse still, when the peace treaty signed in September 1951 
between the Western Allies and Japan came into force in April 1952, Koreans living 
in Japan lost their Japanese nationality. They had always been treated as second-class 
citizens, but now they were denied certain benefits that they had hitherto enjoyed, 
such as access to subsidized housing. They were also denied the right to practise certain 
professions, for example that of civil servant. As foreign nationals, they were unable 
to take advantage of legislation on health insurance and old-age pensions adopted by 
Japan in 1959.2

The huge majority of the Koreans living in Japan came from the southern part 
of the peninsula or from the island of Cheju-do.3 However, it was estimated that 
between 60,000 and 120,000 of them wished to resettle in North Korea. Indeed, 
some 117,000 Koreans registered with the General Association of Korean Residents 
in Japan – Chosen Soren in Japanese and abbreviated to Chongryon in Korean – which 
followed the Pyongyang line.4

These candidates for repatriation – who were exposed to a massive propaganda 
campaign by North Korea5 – took part in public demonstrations that sometimes turned 
violent and, in the view of the Japanese Red Cross Society, risked getting out of hand. 
In this troubled context, the Japanese government desired their departure.

This was easier said than done, for relations between Japan and both Koreas 
remained poisoned by memories of the outrages committed during the colonial period.6 
Japan therefore had diplomatic relations neither with Seoul nor with Pyongyang, 
both of which claimed to represent all Koreans. Finally, South Korea was holding 
Japanese fishermen in its Pusan camp for fishing in waters over which it claimed 

1 Catherine Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross, 1945 to 1955, ICRC and Georg Editeur, Geneva, 2017, pp. 103–110 and 475–537.

2 Tessa Morris-Suzuki, Exodus to North Korea: Shadows from Japan’s Cold War, Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, Plymouth, 2007, pp. 65–69.

3 Ibid., pp. 12 and 41.
4 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 30 April–7 May 1960, pp. 17391–17392.
5 The Koreans living in Japan were supervised by powerful non-governmental organizations backed 

by either the North or the South Korean government. The most influential of them was Chongryon, 
which had strong North Korean ties. Its counterpart was Mindan, which was associated with the 
South Korean government.

6 Diplomatic relations were established between Japan and South Korea once the instruments of 
ratification were exchanged for the Treaty on Basic Relations between Japan and the Republic of 
Korea, signed in Tokyo on 22 June 1965. The exchange took place in Seoul on 18 December of that 
year (Keesing’s Contemporary Archives 1965–1966, 26 March–2 April, 1966, p. 21310). To this day, 
no diplomatic relations exist between Japan and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.
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territorial jurisdiction, while Japan had interned Korean immigrants at its Omura 
camp. Meanwhile, North Korea was holding hundreds of Japanese citizens. The issue 
was thus a political and diplomatic tinderbox for Japan.

Japan and South Korea were both allies of the United States. Lines of communica-
tion therefore existed. But there were none between Tokyo and Pyongyang. To avoid 
having to officialize its relations with North Korea (not least because this could harm 
the prospects of normal ties with Seoul), the Japanese government asked the Japanese 
Red Cross to deal with the issue of Koreans wishing to leave Japan for North Korea. 
In addition, aware of the controversy and criticism that any repatriation would give 
rise to, the government asked the ICRC to support the National Society’s operation.

This request confronted the ICRC with particularly difficult choices. From a 
humanitarian perspective, it wished to help speed along the repatriation of people 
affected by war, while guaranteeing respect for a principle of prime importance: 
freedom of choice as to whether that would be North or South Korea.

The ICRC had been perfectly clear about this principle since the First World War, 
when the question had arisen about repatriating Russian soldiers held by the Central 
Powers. It later wrote: “The International Committee took care to point out the abso-
lute necessity of repatriating the Russian prisoners of war from wherever they had been 
held to their homes, regardless of whether that home was in Soviet-held territory or in 
territory held by anti-Bolshevik armies. The only factor to be taken into account was 
the prisoners’ desire, noted everywhere, to return to their homes.”7

The organization had had various opportunities to reaffirm its position, not least 
at the close of the Second World War.8

The ICRC also saw in Japan’s request an opportunity to demonstrate its impartiality 
and to make contact with the Pyongyang regime, which had refused every one of its 
offers of services during the Korean War.

Nevertheless, the organization could not ignore the fact that South Korea did not 
welcome the repatriation to the southern peninsula of people who had been consid-
erably influenced by North Korean propaganda, especially as the country remained 
shattered by the war and was therefore suffering high unemployment. It would resist 
with still greater vehemence their repatriation to North Korea. Seoul, which considered 
all Koreans residing in Japan to be citizens of the Republic of Korea, found it totally 
inconceivable that these people could choose of their own free will to go to the North. 
South Korea went so far as to threaten to intercept any ship that was taking Koreans 
from Japan to the North.

North Korea, for its part, sought to take advantage of this situation – in which 
Tokyo appeared to be in need – to establish bilateral contacts with Japan or at least with 

7 Rapport général du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge sur son activité de 1912 à 1920, ICRC, 
Geneva, 1921, p. 117. Along the same lines, see: RICR, No. 16, April 1920, pp. 416–418; Renée-
Marguerite Cramer, “Rapatriement des prisonniers de guerre centraux en Russie et en Sibérie et des 
prisonniers de guerre russes en Allemagne”, RICR, No. 17, May 1920, pp. 551–552.

8 Rey-Schyrr, op cit., pp. 156–162.
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the Japanese Red Cross. It therefore saw no advantage in the ICRC becoming involved. 
In addition, while Pyongyang accepted in principle that Koreans living in Japan should 
be able to freely choose the destination of their repatriation,9 it opposed any attempt 
to ensure that those who had already applied to go to North Korea were going there of 
their own free will. Pyongyang insisted that they travel to North Korea without delay. 
Finally, it harboured great mistrust of the ICRC, left over from the Korean War.10

The issue of Koreans living in Japan gave rise to lengthy negotiations. The ICRC was 
concerned that the issue be resolved in a humanitarian fashion and therefore offered 
its good offices to the three National Societies involved; it sought in vain to achieve 
a four-way arrangement with the Japanese and the two Korean National Societies. 
Ultimately, however, it was through contacts between the Japanese and North Korean 
National Societies that a solution came about.11

Despite opposition from the South, the Japanese and North Korean National 
Societies reached an agreement in June 1959 governing the repatriation of Koreans 
wishing to proceed to North Korea.

These repatriations eventually took place – spread out from 1959 to 1967 – under 
Japanese Red Cross and ICRC auspices.

ICRC action
Recognizing the South Korean and North Korean National Societies

In a circular to National Societies issued in May 1955, the ICRC announced the recog-
nition of the Republic of Korea National Red Cross. It specified that this recognition 
“has absolutely no bearing on the future recognition of a Red Cross Society in the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, which the International Committee would be 

9 It may seem surprising that the North Korean government would accept the principle of freedom 
of choice since it had firmly rejected this principle a few years previously, with regard to the repat-
riation of North Korean soldiers captured by UN forces during the Korean war – an issue that 
held up the armistice agreement for several months. However, the two positions are not necessarily 
contradictory. States generally consider personnel who have fallen into an adversary’s hands to still 
be members of their armed forces, which means that they can be demobilized only by their own 
side. Furthermore, Article 118 of the Third Geneva Convention stipulates that “prisoners of war 
shall be released and repatriated without delay after the cessation of active hostilities”, and provides 
no exceptions for prisoners opposed to repatriation. Article 7 of the same Convention specifies that 
“prisoners of war may in no circumstances renounce in part or in entirety the rights secured to them 
by the present Convention”. Some critics have argued that prisoners of war do not have the right 
to oppose repatriation and that the detaining power must repatriate all prisoners of war, by force if 
necessary, but these arguments cannot be applied to the repatriation of civilians.

10 Tessa Morris-Suzuki, op. cit., pp. 144–145.
11 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meetings of 20 October 1955, 

pp. 1–3; 10 November 1955, pp. 1–2; 22 December 1955, pp. 2–3; 19 January 1956, pp. 4–5; 19 June 
1956, pp. 1–8; 12 July 1956, pp. 6–7; 26 July 1956, pp. 2–3; 23 August 1956, pp. 2–3; notice convening 
the session of the Presidential Council meeting of 26 July 1956, including annexes; A PV A Pl, Minutes 
of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 13 September 1956, pp. 3–4; 4 October 1956, p. 2 ff.
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prepared to effect as soon as the Society so requests and demonstrates that it meets the 
conditions required. Nor has it any bearing on any possible foundation and recognition 
of a Society that would carry out its work throughout Korean territory.”12

In December 1955, the North Korean National Society applied for ICRC recogni-
tion. The ICRC announced its recognition in a circular issued the following February. It 
repeated that this recognition “has absolutely no bearing on any possible foundation and 
recognition of a Society that would carry out its work throughout Korean territory.”13

By recognizing these two National Societies, the ICRC was carrying out its role as 
laid down in the Statutes of the International Red Cross that had been adopted by the 
18th International Conference (Toronto, 1952)14 and the conditions for such recogni-
tion adopted by the 17th Conference (Stockholm, 1948).15 In this it was anticipating 
the international community’s actions when the Cold War finally drew to a close and 
the UN admitted as members both Koreas simultaneously, on 17 September 1991. 
What the ICRC accomplished in the mid-1950s was the acquisition, together with 
the Japanese National Society, of two Red Cross partners on the Korean peninsula.

The Japanese Red Cross asks the ICRC  
to take part in repatriating Koreans

In September 1955, Masutaro Inoue, a former diplomat recently appointed to run the 
Japanese National Society’s international relations department, made the first of what 
would become a long series of visits to Geneva. He was received at ICRC headquarters 
by a senior staff member, Eugène de Weck, and then by President Léopold Boissier. Mr 
Inoue told them that the situation of the Koreans in Japan could well become explosive. 
They discussed both the issue of the Koreans’ repatriation and that of Japanese being 
held in Korea.16

12 “Reconnaissance de la Croix-Rouge de la République de Corée”, 409e Circulaire du Comité 
International de la Croix-Rouge, 26 May 1955, RICR, No. 438, June 1955, pp. 355–357.

13 “Reconnaissance de la Croix-Rouge de la République populaire démocratique de Corée”, 411e 
Circulaire du Comité International de la Croix-Rouge, 2 February 1956, RICR, No. 446, February 
1956, pp. 94–96.

14 “After having assembled all pertinent data, it (the ICRC) announces the recognition of any newly 
established or reconstituted National Red Cross Society which fulfils the conditions for recogni-
tion in force”, Art. 6, para. 3, of the Statutes of the International Red Cross adopted by the 18th 
International Conference of the Red Cross, 18th International Red Cross Conference, Toronto, July–
August 1952 Proceedings, Canadian Red Cross, Toronto, 1952, p. 162.

15 “Conditions for the Recognition of National Societies”, Resolution XI of the 17th International 
Conference of the Red Cross, 17th International Red Cross Conference, Stockholm, August 1948: 
Report, Swedish Red Cross, Stockholm, 1948, pp. 92–93.

16 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 055-001, record of a meeting with Masutaro Inoue, 27 and 29 September 
1955. Morris-Suzuki, op. cit., pp. 74–78 and 86–87.
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Several weeks after his return to Tokyo, Inoue wrote a long, personal and confiden-
tial letter to Boissier on the various points that he had raised in Geneva.17

In December it was the turn of the Japanese Red Cross’s president, Tadatsugu 
Shimadzu, to write to Boissier. “With the full consent of Japan’s Justice and Foreign 
Affairs Ministries”, he wrote, he was requesting that the ICRC publicly announce that 
it was prepared to take part in the repatriation of the 60,000 Koreans who wished to 
return. Such an announcement would, the National Society felt, serve to ease tensions 
among those wishing to return.18

As a result of these approaches, the ICRC’s Presidential Council decided to take 
action in the three countries. Two delegates would be dispatched: among other tasks, 
they would study the problem of repatriating Koreans.19

Operations in North Korea, Japan and South Korea

In April 1956, two delegates, William Michel and Eugène de Weck, travelled to 
Pyongyang, where they met senior officials of the Red Cross Society of the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea. They were taken on visits to factories, construction sites 
and farms. They were told that practically everyone they saw there was a member of the 
National Society. More than a little confused by these visits, the delegates endeavoured 
to bring the officials back to other subjects, such as people reported missing during 
the war and the repatriation of Koreans living in Japan. But in vain: it was clear to the 
delegates that the North Koreans were using their bilateral contacts with the Japanese 
Red Cross as a way of deflecting an ICRC offer of services. Their mission therefore 
achieved no practical results.20

Following a visit to the National Society in Peking, the two delegates then went to 
Tokyo, where they intervened with the Japanese authorities to obtain the liberation 
of the Korean detainees from the Omura camp. The Japanese Red Cross reiterated to 
them its desire that the ICRC take part in the repatriation of Koreans wishing to go 
to North Korea.21

17 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 055-001, letter from Masutaro Inoue to ICRC President Léopold Boissier, 
14 November 1955.

18 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-002, letter from Prince Tadatsugu Shimadzu, president of the 
Japanese Red Cross, to Léopold Boissier, president of the ICRC, 13 December 1955; letter from 
Masutaro Inoue, international relations director of the Japanese Red Cross, to Boissier, 22 December 
1955; letter from Inoue to Roger Gallopin, executive director of the ICRC, 11 January 1956.

19 “A mission of the International Committee of the Red Cross to the Far East”, ICRC press release, 
No. 519b, 26 March 1956.

20 This illustrates the wariness of the North Korean Red Cross regarding any ICRC action in connec-
tion with the repatriation of Koreans living in Japan. No doubt the activities described were also 
partly due to the purpose behind Michel and de Weck’s visit – to reach out to a newly recognized 
National Society.

21 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-002, “Déroulement de la visite des délégués du CICR au Japon”, 
note from William Michel to the ICRC, Hong Kong, 27 May 1956.
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From Japan the delegates proceeded to Seoul, where they had discussions with the 
South Korean authorities aimed at obtaining the release of the Japanese fishermen being 
held in Pusan, and were allowed to visit the Pusan camp.22 Regarding any question of 
Koreans in Japan leaving for North Korea, however, it was clear to the delegates that 
“the hope nurtured by the Japanese government and National Society of a softening of 
the South Korean position is entirely ill-conceived”. In a meeting with the delegates, 
South Korean President Syngman Rhee confirmed both his resolute opposition to any 
transfer of Koreans to the North and his extreme mistrust of both the Japanese Red 
Cross and the ICRC itself.23

ICRC decision to take part in repatriation

In July 1956, acting on the basis of Michel and de Weck’s findings during their mission 
to the Far East, the ICRC sent an identical note to the Japanese, North Korean and 
South Korean National Societies setting out the principles that must guide it. The 
ICRC wrote that it had established that there were Koreans living in Japan and Korea 
itself who wished to resettle in a part of Korea of their choosing. It pointed out that 
it was guided solely by humanitarian aims and by the interests of these individuals. It 
stressed the principle of free choice of place of residence and said that it could, with the 
consent of all the parties concerned, make a practical contribution by helping determine 
which Koreans wished to change their place of residence and where they wanted to go.24

One might be surprised to see the ICRC place the issue of Koreans wishing to move 
from one part of the peninsula to the other, side by side with the question – sufficiently 
complex by itself – of repatriating Koreans living in Japan. Seoul demanded the return 
to the South of some 20,000 people who, it said, had been abducted by North Korean 
forces during the Korean War. By affirming that the principle of free choice of place 
of residence was as applicable to Koreans living in Korea as to Koreans living in Japan, 
the ICRC was doubtless hoping to help resolve a painful situation, demonstrate its 
impartiality, and prompt South Korea to give its consent to the repatriation.

This hope was dashed. While the Japanese and North Korean National Societies 
responded positively to the ICRC’s initiative – the North Koreans even suggested a 
meeting between the ICRC and the National Societies concerned – the South Korean 

22 “Une mission du CICR en Asie”, RICR, No. 448, April 1956, p. 229. ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, 
minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 19 June 1956; B AG 251 (144), report by William 
Michel and Eugène de Weck, June 1956.

23 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-002, note from William Michel to the ICRC, Tokyo, 23 May 1956; 
A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council of 19 June 1956, pp. 7–8. “The Red Cross in the 
Far East”, ICRC press release, No. 521b, 21 June 1956. Tessa Morris-Suzuki, op. cit., pp. 112–123.

24 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-005, note of 16 July 1956 and letters from Léopold Boissier to 
Tadatsugu Shimadzu, Chang Whan Sohn, president of the Republic of Korea National Red Cross, 
and Ri Byeong-Nam, president of the Red Cross Society of the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea, 16 July 1956.
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Red Cross categorically rejected the ICRC’s proposals. Indeed, it accused the organ-
ization of blurring the distinction between good and bad, and of lending its support 
to Communist political manoeuvring.25

Noting the differences of opinion between the various parties concerned, the 
ICRC sent out letters in August offering to organize a conference to bring together 
the National Societies of Japan and North and South Korea in order to study the prob-
lems arising from the repatriation of Koreans.26 The North Koreans and the Japanese 
accepted the ICRC’s invitation. The South Korean Red Cross, however, refused, going 
so far as to accuse the Japanese of “conspiring with the Communists in order to rid 
themselves of the Koreans and confiscate their property.”27

Faced with this impasse, in December the ICRC proposed a new initiative to the 
three National Societies. The organization reaffirmed that “the right to change one’s 
place of residence or to return to one’s native country must be an inalienable one for all”. 
It offered its good offices as a neutral intermediary in order to facilitate arrangements 
between the parties concerned.28

The ICRC Assembly took stock of the situation at a meeting in February 1957. 
South Korea remained opposed to Koreans resident in Japan moving to North Korea. 
Japan insisted that the ICRC take part in the repatriation process and, in so doing, 
guarantee that those applying for repatriation were doing this of their own free will. The 
ICRC declared itself ready to take on this role, even though it recognized the potential 
magnitude of the task, since tens of thousands of Koreans wished to leave Japan.29

A week after the Assembly meeting, the Presidential Council decided to send 
three delegates to Japan to ensure that the free will of the candidates for repatriation 
was respected. Meanwhile, the Japanese Red Cross would provide the delegates with 
all technical means needed to process departure requests. The Council made a point 
of specifying that the ICRC’s role would be limited to verifying the free will of 
the candidates.30

In late February, the ICRC confirmed its offers of services in a memorandum to 
the three National Societies concerned. It clearly reaffirmed the principle of free choice 
applicable to both Koreans in Japan and those in Korea itself. It also sketched out 

25 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-005, note from Tadatsugu Shimadzu to Léopold Boissier, 26 July 
1956; telegram from Chang Whan Sohn to the ICRC, 2 August 1956; telegram from Ri Byeong-Nam 
to the ICRC, 7 August 1956.

26 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-005, letters from Léopold Boissier to Tadatsugu Shimadzu, Chang 
Whan Sohn and Ri Byeong-Nam, 15 August 1956.

27 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-005, letter from the secretary-general of the Red Cross Society of the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea to Eugène de Weck, 20 August 1956; letter from Tadatsugu 
Shimadzu to Léopold Boissier, 24 August 1956, and letter from Chang Whan Sohn, 4 September 
1956; A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session of 13 September 1956.

28 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-005, note of 12 December 1956 and letters from Léopold Boissier 
to Tadatsugu Shimadzu, Chang Whan Sohn and Ri Byeong-Nam, 12 December 1956.

29 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 7 February 1957.
30 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 14 February 1957.
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the practical necessities for repatriation and described the role of intermediary that 
it could play.31

The memorandum produced no result, possibly because the ICRC had once again 
ventured beyond the subject of Koreans living in Japan and stressed freedom of choice 
for Koreans living in Korea. If nothing else had been achieved, at least that principle 
had been made crystal clear.

The New Delhi Conference and the release of Japanese interned 
in South Korea and of Koreans interned in Japan

The ICRC delegate posted to Japan, Hans Angst, made several visits in 1957 to Koreans 
detained at the Omura camp. At the International Conference of the Red Cross held in 
New Delhi in late 1957, the ICRC contacted the representatives of the South Korean 
and Japanese governments to discuss practical procedures for releasing the Japanese 
fishermen interned in South Korea and the Koreans detained at the Omura camp. The 
two governments finally came to an agreement at the very end of the year.32

North Korea viewed this agreement between Japan and South Korea as arbitrarily 
ruling out the repatriation of Koreans to the North. It lodged protests with the 
Japanese government and National Society and requested the ICRC’s support. The 
organization confirmed that it insisted on respect for the free choice of destination 
for all concerned.33

The agreement between South Korea and Japan resulted in the release in January 
1958 of most Koreans held at the Omura camp. Those who wished to proceed to South 
Korea did so, whereas those wishing to go to North Korea continued to be detained 
pending an agreement on their repatriation. Meanwhile, the 922 Japanese fishermen 
held at the Pusan camp were repatriated in the first few months of 1958.34

The New Delhi Conference adopted a major resolution on reunifying families. 
It insisted on the importance of all governments and National Societies “facilitating 
by every means the reunion of persons, both adults and children, with their families 
according to the wishes of such persons, and in the case of minor children in accordance 
with the wishes of the recognized head of the family no matter where domiciled. ”35

Thus the Conference backed the ICRC’s position on the free choice of destination. 
The ICRC often cited that resolution in its work to help Koreans living in Japan.

31 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-005, memorandum of 26 February 1957 and letters from Léopold 
Boissier to Tadatsugu Shimadzu, Chan Whan Sohn and Ri Byeong-Nam, 26 February 1957.

32 ICRC Annual Report 1957, pp. 9–10.
33 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council of 16 January 1958.
34 ICRC Annual Report 1958, p. 22. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XI, No. 7, July 1958, p. 161.
35 Resolution No. XX, 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, New Delhi, October–November 

1957, Proceedings, ICRC, Geneva, 1957, pp. 98–102 and 153–154.
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Visits to Koreans interned in Japan

A number of Koreans remained interned in the Omura camp. Hans Angst therefore 
continued to visit them in 1958. He gave the detainees a gift of 2,500 US dollars from 
North Korea. This sum was distributed evenly between the internees.

In July 1958, these internees – whose detention had lasted over three years – were 
released on certain conditions.36 The problem of repatriation to North Korea of Koreans 
who so wished, remained insoluble, essentially owing to South Korean opposition.37

Negotiations on the repatriation of Koreans

In a speech given in September 1958 to mark the 10th anniversary of the founding 
of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the country’s supreme leader, Kim Il 
Sung, stated that the Korean people welcomed the aspiration of their compatriots 
who had lost the ability to make a living in Japan to rejoin the fold on their native 
soil. He went on to say that, as North Korean citizens, they were entitled to return 
to their homeland and that his government would do everything needed to afford 
them a new life after their return.38 Referring to Kim’s statement, the deputy premier 
declared the following month that the North Korean government would cover the 
entire cost of transporting Koreans in Japan who wished to return and would provide 
ships for that purpose.39 The Seoul government thereupon announced that it would 
boycott any shipping companies that transported Koreans from Japan to North Korea, 
and that it would even seize ships chartered for this purpose. The North Korean Red 
Cross therefore informed the Japanese Red Cross that the Alliance of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies of the USSR had agreed to charter ships that would take these 
Koreans from Japan to North Korea.40

36 They undertook to return to North Korea by other means; the Japanese government would not be 
responsible for their repatriation (Morris-Suzuki, op. cit., p. 151).

37 ICRC Annual Report 1958, p. 22.
38 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-012, “An excerpt from Premier Kim Il Sung’s speech made on the 

10th anniversary of the founding of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea”, in On the Question 
of 600,000 Koreans in Japan, Foreign Languages Publishing House, Pyongyang, 1959, pp. 10–11. 
Morris-Suzuki wrote that the North Korean government anticipated a labour shortage when the 
300,000 Chinese workers who had settled there after the Korean War returned to China (Exodus 
to North Korea, pp. 160 and 178–180).

39 “Answer of Vice-premier Kim Il to the questions put by the correspondent of the Korean Central 
News Agency in connection with earliest realization of the urgent desire of the Korean nationals 
to return home from Japan, October 16, 1958”, in On the Question of 600,000 Koreans in Japan, 
pp. 13–16. ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-006.03, note No. 263 from the Japanese Red Cross, 
6 November 1958; A PV A Pl, “Aide Mémoire”, SP Document 230 of 29 June 1959, appended to 
the invitation to the plenary session of 6 July 1959, p. 10.

40 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 23 February 1959, 
pp. 2–5; A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting on 5 March 1959, p. 3.
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This had the effect of reviving attempts to repatriate the Koreans. In January 1959, 
the Central Committee of the Japanese Red Cross adopted a resolution calling for repa-
triation.41 Ten days later, the Japanese foreign minister told a press conference that he 
intended to ask the ICRC to ensure that those Koreans applying to go to North Korea 
were doing so of their own free will. In February, the Japanese government asked the 
Japanese Red Cross to forward this request to the ICRC with the additional request 
that it act as a neutral intermediary for the repatriation.42 Later that month, Masutaro 
Inoue led a delegation from the Japanese National Society to meet with the ICRC.43 
Inoue brought a letter from the foreign minister to the ICRC president confirming 
the government’s desire to initiate repatriation of those so wishing and calling for the 
ICRC’s help in this. It also requested the ICRC’s help in repatriating the Japanese 
fishermen still being held in South Korea.44

In a virtually unprecedented move, Inoue was invited to take part in an extraordinary 
meeting of the Presidential Council so that he could directly describe to the Council 
the history of the problem and the various issues involved. This initiative reflected both 
the complexity of the matter and the ICRC’s ardent desire to see it settled. Inoue told 
the Council that the affair had the potential to affect, more or less seriously, relations 
between numerous countries: Japan, South Korea, North Korea, the People’s Republic 
of China, the Soviet Union and the United States. He pointed out that the Japanese 
government had instructed the Japanese Red Cross to find a solution and that “the 
authorities of a liberal country such as Japan cannot prevent the free movement of indi-
viduals who are not nationals of that country”. Inoue further pointed out that not only 
the Japanese government, but also the Japanese people as a whole were attached to the 
principle of free choice, which had governed the repatriation of Japanese nationals at the 
end of the Second World War. He mentioned several recent events that had bolstered the 
government’s conviction that the individual should freely choose his destination. Finally, 
he spoke of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the United Nations Refugee 
Convention, and Resolution XX of the 19th International Conference of the Red Cross.

On the basis of that resolution, the Japanese Red Cross had drawn up its own plan 
for repatriating Koreans living in Japan. This plan had been agreed to not only by 
the government of Japan but by that of North Korea as well. The Japanese National 
Society’s plan embraced the principle of free choice as well as all Red Cross principles. 

41 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-008.02, letter from Tadatsugu Shimadzu to Léopold Boissier, 21 
January 1959 and resolution of the Central Committee of the Japanese Red Cross, 20 January 1959 
(appended); letter from Shimadzu to Boissier, 26 January 1959.

42 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-009.01, note from Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs to Tadatsugu 
Shimadzu, 14 February 1959, and letter from Shimadzu to Léopold Boissier, 14 February 1959. 
Morris-Suzuki, op. cit., p. 152.

43 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 17 February 1959, pp. 1–5; 
19 February 1959, pp. 1–4; 23 February 1959, pp. 1–13. “A delegate of the Japanese Red Cross visits 
Geneva”, ICRC press release, No. 674b, 24 February 1959.

44 ICRC Archives, B AG 224 056-002, letter from Aiichiro Fujiyama, Japan’s minister for foreign 
affairs, to Léopold Boissier, 19 February 1959.
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By accepting the Japanese Red Cross plan for settling the issue, Inoue said, the North 
Korean Red Cross had tacitly agreed to the ICRC sending delegates to Japan to verify 
the free choice of the individuals concerned. As a result, Inoue had the task of sending 
a telegram from Geneva to the North Korean Red Cross asking it to dispatch a pleni-
potentiary representative to Geneva in order to determine, together with the Japanese 
Red Cross and the ICRC, the technical practicalities of the operation.

Finally, Inoue told the Council that South Korea’s reaction to these developments 
had been extremely vituperative. However, this reaction was not, he felt, as ominous as 
it sounded since he had learned from a confidential source that the United States had 
informed Seoul that it would never tolerate weapons furnished by it to South Korea 
for that country’s defence being used against Japan.45

As soon as it learned of Masutaro Inoue’s mission, the South Korean government 
sent its ambassador to Paris, Kim Yong Shik, to Geneva. Kim was also invited to 
take part in a meeting of the Presidential Council. He forcefully reaffirmed Seoul’s 
opposition to any repatriation of Koreans to the North. He suggested that the ICRC 
intervene with the Japanese Red Cross to have it withdraw from this highly political 
issue, which ought to be settled in discussions between Japan and South Korea. He 
told the Council that his government had recently received new proof of the intolerable 
pressure being placed on Koreans in Japan. He made a fervent appeal to the ICRC to 
play a mediating and pacifying role in this quarrel, but to refrain from taking any action 
itself. He feared that if the ICRC took action in Japan, it would merely be falling into 
the trap that the Japanese government had set for it. That is, it would be furnishing 
a fig leaf of legality to measures that the Japanese government had already decided to 
take. Finally, Kim declared, if the 120,000 Koreans applying for expatriation from 
Japan were truly given an opportunity to express their desire freely, he was convinced 
that not a single one would elect to go to North Korea.

In the discussion that followed Kim’s statement, Council members remarked that 
even if the figures making the rounds of Koreans seeking repatriation to North Korea 
were perhaps exaggerated, the ICRC remained convinced by the absolutely spontaneous 
requests it had received that there were indeed a substantial number of Koreans who 
sincerely sought repatriation to the North.46

The South Korean Red Cross also attempted to dissuade the ICRC from agreeing 
to the Japanese request. In March, a delegation – two government representatives 
and one from the South Korean Red Cross – travelled to Geneva to meet with the 
ICRC. Other representatives of various South Korean organizations opposed to any 
repatriation to the North were also received. All insisted that the ICRC should refuse 
to become involved.47

45 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council’s extraordinary meeting of 
23 February 1959, pp. 1–8.

46 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council on 26 February 1959, pp. 1–5.
47 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meetings of 5 March 1959, p. 2; 3 

April 1959, p. 2. A PV C1 Pl, Presidential Council minutes of 12 March 1959, p. 3 and 26 March 
1959, p. 2.
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At the same time, the Japanese Red Cross was striving to have representatives of 
the North Korean National Society come to Geneva so that representatives of both 
National Societies could discuss the matter under ICRC auspices. But the North 
Korean Red Cross refused, since it mistrusted the ICRC and did not agree to ICRC 
delegates asking Koreans in Japan whether they wished to go to North Korea or South 
Korea or remain in Japan.48 The North Korean National Society preferred to negotiate 
directly with the Japanese Red Cross.

Concerned to preserve its independence and to avoid being manoeuvred into any 
position by anyone, the ICRC issued a press release in March 1959 to set out its position 
and the principles on which that position was based:

“1. Action of the International Committee in any field can be undertaken only on the 
basis of humanitarian considerations. In its capacity as a neutral intermediary, it is 
constantly called upon to intervene in situations of a political nature strictly but the 
sole object of its intervention is to assist the victims of such events.

2. The ICRC is a private and independent institution, subject to no influence and which 
remains neutral in all circumstances. Its decisions cannot be swayed by representations 
from any quarter.

3. The International Committee is not concerned with problems of state sovereignty, 
nationality and other questions of international law which come within the sole 
competence of Governments. It considers, however, in conformity with humanitarian 
principles and the resolutions adopted by International Conferences of the Red Cross, 
that it should be possible for every individual to return to a place of his choice in his 
fatherland if he freely expresses his wish to do so.” 49

This reaffirmation of the principle of free choice – made despite bitter opposition 
from Seoul – did not go unnoticed in Pyongyang. In early April, the North Korean 
Red Cross finally accepted the invitation from the Japanese National Society and sent 
representatives to Geneva. They were received directly by the ICRC and confirmed 
that the purpose of their visit was “to discuss practical procedures for repatriation 
directly with the representatives of the Japanese Red Cross.”50 This was a way of 
stating clearly that the ICRC should not take part in the discussions. Although it 
had wanted to take part, the ICRC was eager to facilitate dialogue between the two 
National Societies. It therefore agreed to let them talk in private on its premises 

48 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-009.01, copy of a telegram from Pak Ki Ho, president of the Red 
Cross Society of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, to Tadatsugu Shimadzu, 6 March 1959.

49 ICRC press release, No. 676b, 13 March 1959.
50 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-009.02, record of Boissier and Bodmer’s meeting with Ri Il Gyeong, 

vice-president of the Red Cross Society of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, and three other 
members of the National Society’s delegation, 9 April 1959; A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential 
Council meeting of 9 April 1959, p. 6.
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until they reached an agreement. Once they did so, the ICRC would bear witness 
to that agreement. 51

The ICRC was kept informed of the discussions’ progress by means of the public 
statements issued by the two parties and through the conversations that Masutaro 
Inoue regularly had with Roger Gallopin, executive director of the ICRC. The ICRC 
learned that the North Korean Red Cross was maintaining its opposition to any new 
verification of the candidates’ wishes and to any participation by the ICRC in the 
repatriation process other than one that was purely symbolic.52

This impasse brought a twofold response from the United States. In a letter written 
in June 1959, Alfred Gruenther, president of the American Red Cross, expressed his 
alarm and the view that “the prestige of the ICRC would be lowered considerably if it 
simply performed a role which would lend respectability to the repatriation.” While 
apologizing for commenting on a political matter, Gruenther wrote that any repatriation 
operation could only cause a deterioration in relations between Japan and Korea.53

Two days later, Ambassador Henry Villard, the chief US representative to the 
Geneva-based international organizations, delivered a confidential note to the ICRC 
president from the State Department. It expressed the view that, at the very least, the 
ICRC should ensure individual screening of candidates for repatriation as a means of 
guaranteeing the impartiality of the process, the Koreans’ freedom of choice and respect 
for humanitarian principles. The State Department added that the ICRC would expose 
itself to serious international criticism if it were unable to guarantee compliance with 
humanitarian principles and the Koreans’ freedom of choice.54

Rightly or wrongly, the ICRC had the impression that it was being suggested that 
the conditions for the organization’s participation were virtually unfulfillable; that the 
real purpose of the note was, in fact, to dissuade it from taking part unless all those 
stringent conditions were met.55

51 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-009.02, information note, 15 April 1959. Morris-Suzuki, op. cit., 
pp. 187–191.

52 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 3 June 1959, pp. 10–11; 
A PV C1 Pl, minutes of meeting of 11 June 1959, pp. 4–5. The term “screening” often appears in 
documents related to this matter. The idea was to separate candidates who truly wanted to return to 
North Korea from those who may have been registered against their will, or may have been pressured 
to do so.

53 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-009.02, letter from General Alfred M. Gruenther, president of the 
American Red Cross, to Léopold Boissier, 17 June 1959.

54 “The United States believe that role of ICRC should, as a minimum, include individual screening 
by ICRC. This would be for purpose of ensuring impartiality of screening process and free choice 
by Koreans. In addition, it would be designed to safeguard humanitarian principles and motives 
… In State Department’s view, ICRC would be vulnerable to serious international criticism if it 
failed to safeguard humanitarian principles and motives and ensure free choice by Koreans”, ICRC 
Archives, B AG 232 105-009.02, record of a meeting with Villard and “Note for confidential use 
of the ICRC”, 19 June 1959.

55 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, “Aide-mémoire”, SP Document 230, 29 June 1959, appended to the 
invitation to the plenary session of 6 July 1959, p. 14.
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Meanwhile, the South Korean Red Cross condemned the ICRC for facilitating 
discussions aimed, as it termed it, at mass deportation to communist North Korea of 
Koreans living in Japan.56

Conversely, all the National Societies in the Soviet bloc called on the ICRC to 
facilitate repatriation to North Korea, stressing the principle of free choice. Even the 
Hungarian Red Cross sent such a telegram,57 an act rife with irony when one thinks 
of the difficulties the ICRC had encountered when it endeavoured to have the same 
principle honoured for Hungarian refugees.

This pressure placed the ICRC in a delicate position, all the more so as it had 
practically no influence on the negotiations between the Japanese and North Korean 
National Societies. Those discussions were under way at the ICRC itself, yet it was 
playing no part in them.

Ultimately – in late June and against all expectations – the Japanese Red Cross 
and the North Korean Red Cross reached an agreement “based on the principle of 
the freedom to choose place of residence, and of Red Cross principles, and with a view 
to enabling the Koreans in Japan to return to Korea in accordance with their freely 
expressed wishes.”

The agreement set out the precise specifications for people entitled to apply for re-
patriation, the general framework in which applications could be made, and the role to 
be played by the ICRC. The National Societies wanted this role to be one of observing 
the repatriation process and advising the Japanese Red Cross. The agreement also 
contained provisions regarding boarding formalities and conditions for the presence 
of North Korean Red Cross representatives at the port of departure. The agreement 
was valid for one year and three months as of the date of signature.58

Article 3 of the agreement described the ICRC’s role: “The Japanese Red Cross 
Society shall ask the International Committee of the Red Cross to take whatever 
measures it judges necessary and/or appropriate to ensure that the system (set up by 
that Society for people wishing to return) is impartially organized and respects Red 
Cross principles.”59

The day the agreement was reached, Yoshisuke Kasai, vice-president of the Japanese 
Red Cross, conveyed its contents to the ICRC, pointing out that the text had merely 
been initialled and would not be signed or come into force until it had been approved 
by the ICRC.60

56 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-009.02, letter from Chang Whan Sohn to Léopold Boissier, 16 June 
1959.

57 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-009.02, telegram from the Hungarian Red Cross to the ICRC, 13 
April 1959.

58 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-007, agreement between the Japanese Red Cross Society and the Red 
Cross Society of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea regarding the repatriation of Koreans 
residing in Japan, 24 June 1959, appended to the letter from Yoshisuke Kasai, vice-president of the 
Japanese Red Cross to Frédéric Siordet, vice-president of the ICRC, 24 June 1959.

59 Ibid., p. 2.
60 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-007, letter from Yoshisuke Kasai to Frédéric Siordet, 24 June 1959.
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No great powers of interpretation were needed to gauge just how freighted with 
ambiguity Article 3 of the agreement was, for the wording left unclear whether the 
North Korean Red Cross was bound by this provision or whether it remained free to 
challenge ICRC participation in the repatriation process.

The Japanese and North Korean National Societies had thus struck an agreement 
that assigned the ICRC a role that was not clearly defined. And the ICRC had had no 
opportunity to make that definition any clearer. It was now faced with a decision. That 
decision was made all the more difficult by the fact that it was being called on by all sides 
to do this or that,61 and was caught between the two sides of the Cold War, each applying 
pressure – either directly or through their National Societies – in opposite directions. 
Opening the first of a lengthy series of meetings to decide whether to accept the role 
proposed in the agreement, ICRC President Boissier remarked that this loomed as one of 
the most difficult affairs with which the organization had had to grapple in many years.62

As soon as the agreement was signed, the Japanese government instructed its ambas-
sador in Bern to approach the ICRC to emphasize his government’s interest in this 
issue and to ask the ICRC to “give favourable attention to the request made of the 
ICRC by the two parties”.63

A few days later, the chief US representative in Geneva conveyed to the ICRC 
Washington’s concern about “the possible consequences of repatriation to North Korea 
… [as it] could perhaps undermine the stability of the Far East and the restoration of 
normal ties between the States concerned.” The State Department, he said, “would 
prefer that the ICRC take no part in the operation”.64

The ICRC’s dilemma was made all the more acute by its realization early on that 
it was in no position to amend the agreement between Japan and North Korea. To 
attempt to do so would be to make itself part of a process that had a clearly political 
dimension and that one of the countries concerned – South Korea – implacably rejected.

Initially, the ICRC sent the Japanese Red Cross a long questionnaire aimed at 
clarifying a series of points regarding the agreement’s scope and the role desired of it. 
In particular, the ICRC sought assurances regarding Koreans who chose to remain 
in Japan, without which the concept of free choice would have no meaning.65 The 
National Society replied to each of the questions in the manner expected by the 

61 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 6 July 1959, p. 2.
62 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, Presidential Council minutes of 6 July 1959, p. 2.
63 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-009.02, record of a meeting with Katsuzo Okumura, the Japanese 

ambassador in Bern, 25 June 1959.
64 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-009.10, minutes of a meeting with Henry S. Villard, 14 July 1959. 

Morris-Suzuki, op. cit., pp. 198–207.
65 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, Presidential Council minutes of 6 July 1959; 16 July 1959; 23 July 

1959. A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 6 July 1959; “Communication à 
la Croix-Rouge japonaise”, SP Document 230 bis appended to the invitation to the extraordinary 
plenary meeting of 23 July 1959; minutes of that meeting; “Questions posées à la Croix-Rouge 
japonaise dans l’aide mémoire du 24 juillet 1959”, appended to the invitation to the extraordinary 
plenary meeting of 30 July 1959. B AG 232 105.009.011, letter from Léopold Boissier to Tadatsugu 
Shimadzu, 24 July 1959, and aide-memoire appended to the letter.
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ICRC.66 “All the questions asked by the ICRC of the Japanese Red Cross have been 
given an unconditional, affirmative reply,” Boissier noted in late July.67 In addition, 
the Japanese foreign minister, Aiichiro Fujiyama, sent the ICRC a long telegram in 
which he reaffirmed that Japanese government policy was in accordance with “the 
internationally recognized principle according to which every person has the right to 
return to his country of origin and to choose his place of residence there”. He exhorted 
the ICRC to accept the role asked of it. He added that “the agreement (has been) 
approved unconditionally by the Japanese government, which will shoulder ultimate 
responsibility for its implementation”.68

The ICRC’s hands were tied. The decision came at an extraordinary plenary meeting 
held at the end of July. In its deliberations, the ICRC laid great store by Fujiyama’s 
statement that the Japanese government would shoulder ultimate responsibility for 
implementing the agreement. This may seem surprising since the Japanese promise in 
no way freed the ICRC from its own responsibilities if it agreed to help carry out the 
agreement. The ICRC doubtless interpreted the minister’s statement as implying that 
the Japanese government would stand as guarantor of compliance with the agreement, 
in particular the principle of free choice. In other words, this undertaking by the 
Japanese government gave the ICRC the means to do its work and remedies it could 
fall back on in the event of difficulties. Thus, after going over the matter once again, 
the ICRC took three separate decisions.

First, it decided to inform the Japanese Red Cross of its willingness to help carry 
out the repatriation operation, while also pointing out that this decision implied neither 
approval nor disapproval of the June agreement between the two National Societies. 
The ICRC felt that it was not entitled to judge an agreement in which it had played 
no part and by which it was not bound in any way.69

Second, the ICRC decided to approach the South Korean Red Cross and govern-
ment one final time in an attempt to shift their point of view, while making it clear 
that it had agreed to play the role requested by the Japanese Red Cross.

Third, it decided to send a special envoy to Japan – its vice-president, Marcel 
Junod – in order to establish, together with the National Society, the ICRC’s precise 
working procedures.70

66 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105.009.011, letter from Masutaro Inoué to Léopold Boissier, and tel-
egram from Tadatsugu Shimadzu, 28 July 1959; record of a meeting between Katsuzo Okumura, 
Inoué and Boissier, 28 July 1959.

67 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, note from Léopold Boissier, 28 July 1959, appended to the invitation 
to the extraordinary plenary meeting on 30 July 1959.

68 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105.009.010, telegram from Aiichiro Fujiyama to Léopold Boissier, 
15 July 1959.

69 This may seem surprising, but by consenting to help implement the agreement of 24 June 1959, the 
ICRC was implicitly approving its terms and accepting them as the basis of its work. Without that 
approval, it would not have been able to take action.

70 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session on 30 July 1959. Morris-
Suzuki, op. cit., pp. 195–196. Marcel Junod (1904–1961) joined the ICRC in 1935 and worked as a 
delegate in Ethiopia, Spain and various locations involved in the Second World War. He became the 
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The last-ditch approach to the South Korean government was a success. Seoul pro-
posed to Tokyo not only that the governments of Japan and the Republic of Korea 
unconditionally resume the talks broken off in December 1958, but that they exchange 
the Japanese internees held at Pusan and the Korean internees at Omura.71 In addition, 
South Korean representatives in Geneva informed the ICRC that their government’s 
offer included its consent to receive Koreans in Japan who wished to be repatriated to 
the South.72 The conditions for free choice had thus been achieved.

In August 1959, therefore, the ICRC issued a press release in which it announced 
that it had decided to “lend its assistance to the Japanese Red Cross with a view to 
preparing the repatriation of those Koreans resident in Japan who express the wish to 
proceed to a place of their choice in their country of origin.”

The ICRC added:

“… the agreement reached in Geneva on June 24, 1959, between the Red Cross Societies 
of Japan and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea has shown that the two Societies 
intend to base their action on the principle whereby every person should have the right 
freely to choose his place of residence and, in particular, to return to his home country.

Since, in the opinion of the ICRC, this principle of free choice implies that the Koreans 
in Japan have the possibility of proceeding to North Korea, of remaining in Japan or of 
going to South Korea, negotiations were started with the Government of Japan and the 
Japanese Red Cross. The ICRC has received satisfactory assurances from them in regard 
both to the conditions whereby the principle of the free choice of the persons concerned 
will be guaranteed, and to the position of Koreans who would remain in Japan.”

Finally, the ICRC pointed out that it had learned from the South Korean Red Cross and 
government that Seoul was prepared to receive Koreans who wished to be repatriated to 

head of the ICRC’s delegation in Japan in 1945 and was the first representative of an international 
body authorized to provide aid to Hirsohima, a month after the city was destroyed. He documented 
his experiences in a book entitled Warrior Without Weapons (1951). He was appointed a member 
of the ICRC in 1952 and vice-president in 1959. He died of a heart attack in 1961. His work and 
record of the Hiroshima tragedy deeply touched the Japanese people, who erected a monument in 
his memory near the entrance to the Hiroshima Memorial Peace Park. Junod therefore knew that 
he would be welcomed in Japan when he offered to go to there to discuss the repatriation process 
and the role expected of the ICRC.

71 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105.009.10, report on a meeting between Kim Yong-shik, permanent 
delegate for the Republic of Korea, Helen Kim, vice-president of the Republic of Korea National 
Red Cross, and Choi Kyu-hah, counsellor of the Korean mission to Japan, 31 July 1959; copy of the 
aide-memoire from Yu Tae-ha, head of the Korean mission to Japan, to Aiichiro Fujiyama, 30 July 
1959.

72 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105.009.10, record of a meeting between Kim Yong-shik, Helen Kim 
and Choi Kyu-hah, 31 July 1959. South Korea ultimately agreed to welcome back all Koreans who 
wanted to go there. Contrary to the ICRC’s hopes, however, it steadfastly refused to accept the fact 
that some of them would be going to North Korea.
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the Republic of Korea, and that this would occur as soon as the necessary arrangements 
had been made with the Japanese government.73

Two days later, the Japanese and North Korean National Societies signed the June 
agreement in Calcutta.74

ICRC mission to Japan and South Korea

ICRC Vice-President Marcel Junod arrived in Tokyo on 23 August. He had discus-
sions with the Japanese Red Cross and government officials about the procedures for 
the ICRC’s participation in the repatriation process.75 He was joined there by Otto 
Lehner,76 who became head of the ICRC’s delegation in Tokyo.

In early September, the Japanese Red Cross published A Guide for Mr. Returnee, 
which listed the guarantees in place so that everyone could freely express his or her 
wish to be repatriated to North or South Korea or to remain in Japan. It pointed out 
that those wishing to go to North Korea had to confirm their choice in the presence 
of an ICRC delegate and a Japanese Red Cross official, an encounter at which no one 
else would be present. These interviews would be carried out at a reception centre near 
the port of Niigata just prior to boarding.77 The guide also pointed out that, apart from 
the obligatory interview, anyone was entitled at any time to have a private meeting 
with an ICRC delegate.

Once approved by Vice-President Junod, the guide was distributed throughout Japan.
Junod then travelled to South Korea, where the authorities repeated their implacable 

opposition to any repatriation to the North.78

73 “The ICRC and the question of Koreans in Japan”, ICRC press release, No. 683b, 11 August 1959. 
RICR, Supplement, Vol. XII, No. 4, April 1959, pp. 85–86; Vol. XII, No. 8, August 1959, pp. 152–
153. ICRC Annual Report 1959, pp. 16–22.

74 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-009-010, telegram from Tadatsugu Shimadzu to Léopold Boissier, 
13 August 1959, and letter from Aiichiro Fujiyama to Boissier, 13 August 1959. ICRC Annual Report 
1959, pp. 16–17.

75 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-011, “Mission Junod Japon, rapport n° 1”, note from Marcel Junod 
to Léopold Boissier, Tokyo, 26 August 1959.

76 Otto Lehner (1911–1987) was born in Zermatt. He worked as a delegate, then as head of delegation 
in Berlin throughout the Second World War. He carried out missions in Czechoslovakia, Indonesia 
and Israel. During the Korean War, he served as head of delegation in South Korea, which required 
him to travel to Japan. He was very familiar with the entire situation.

77 Niigata is a port situated on the north-west coast of Japan’s Honshu Island. It is a fair distance from 
the Korea Strait, which, according to the agreement of 24 June 1959, had been designated as the 
port of embarkation for Koreans who wanted to return to North Korea. Morris-Suzuki, op. cit., 
pp. 208–212.

78 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-009.011, “Rapport du Dr Junod sur sa mission au Japon et en Corée 
du Sud”, SP Document 239, 6 October 1959. ICRC Annual Report 1959, pp. 19–20. RICR, No. 495, 
March 1960, pp. 134–135.
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Registration gets under way

In late September, the Japanese Red Cross opened 3,655 offices throughout the country. 
Koreans wishing to go to North Korea were invited to fill out the application forms. 
(The numbers were at first small – in the first six weeks they totalled only 432.) Lehner 
and about 20 ICRC delegates – all Swiss citizens – visited the main offices in the com-
pany of Japanese Red Cross staff. They ascertained that wall posters gave the Koreans 
correct information about the choices available to them.

In early November, André Durand79 took over as head of delegation.80

It is important to understand the role played by the delegates. Their job was to 
ensure that application was strictly voluntary and individual, that those applying were 
fully informed of the options open to them, that no pressure was placed on them either 
during their application or during the repatriation itself and that any Korean was free 
to consult a Japanese Red Cross representative or an ICRC delegate.81

Under the pretext of facilitating the application process, the General Association 
of Korean Residents in Japan sought to influence candidates for repatriation, even 
following them into Red Cross offices. ICRC delegates were often obliged to inter-
vene in order to enable the application to be made in a free, voluntary and well-in-
formed manner.82

In November, the number of applications rose dramatically, and by mid-December 
it had reached 6,200.

In early December, special trains chartered by the ICRC began bringing, from 
various parts of Japan to Niigata, Koreans wishing to be repatriated. In Niigata, they 
were housed in a reception centre where those so desiring could receive relatives. They 
were also able to speak with an ICRC delegate in private. In a final interview with a 

79 André Durand (1912–2008) was born in Neuilly-sur-Seine, near Paris, and was a mathematician. He 
joined the ICRC in 1942 and was assigned to the “Miscellaneous civilian internees” section of the 
Central Agency for Prisoners of War. He was sent on a mission to Israel-Palestine during the 1948 
conflict. In Jerusalem, he was severely wounded while rescuing injured people between the front 
lines. As a result, one of his arms had to be amputated. After several weeks in recovery, he began 
working again for the same delegation. He later worked in Hong Kong and Indochina. In 1959, he 
was appointed head of the ICRC’s special mission to Japan for the repatriation of Koreans living in 
the country, then ICRC delegate-general for Asia (1962–1970), which required him to visit almost 
all the countries on the continent, from Pakistan to Japan, and Nepal to Indonesia. From 1970 to 
1977, he wrote the second volume of this series on the history of the ICRC. Published in 1978, From 
Sarajevo to Hiroshima covers the years from 1914 to 1945. After his retirement in 1977, he wrote 
numerous articles on ICRC history, as well as an extensive biography of Gustave Moynier, which 
remains unpublished. Durand received a silver medal from the ICRC in honour of his remarkable 
career. He was also awarded a gold medal by the Japanese Red Cross, and was a recipient of the 
Henry Dunant Medal as well.

80 “Le nouveau chef de la délégation du CICR au Japon”, ICRC press release, No. 690, 6 November 1959.
81 ICRC Archives, B AG 232 105-013, “Rapport sur l’enregistrement des Coréens qui désirent se rendre 

en République populaire démocratique de Corée”, note No. 38 from the ICRC’s special delegation 
in Japan, 24 December 1959, p. 1.

82 Ibid.



128 part ii. aftermath of the second world war

14.  Ikuno-ku registration office, Osaka, Japan, 1960. 
 © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P KPKR-N-00036-14)

15.  Koreans departing from the Ueno station, Tokyo. 
 © ICRC/Elsa Casal (ICRC/CID, V P KPKR-E-00051)
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representative of the Japanese Red Cross and an ICRC delegate, they confirmed – or 
denied – their desire to go to North Korea. This interview took place in a room with 
three exits: one for those who decided to go to North Korea, one for those who wished 
to remain in Japan, and one for those wishing to go to South Korea.83

The first departures

On 14 December 1959, the first 975 returnees were taken from the reception centre 
and put aboard two Soviet ships, the Krylion and the Tobolsk, chartered on behalf of 
the North Korean Red Cross by the Soviet Alliance of National Societies.

A week later, a new group of 976 people boarded in Niigata for the crossing. This 
time, however, a 16-year-old girl told the Red Cross during the final interview that her 
application had been made against her will and that she wished to remain in Japan. She 
was then taken back to her home. In addition, André Durand delayed the departure of 
two unaccompanied children (i.e. under the age of 16) until they could be accompanied 
by a relative or other legal guardian.

A third departure (991 Koreans) took place a week later. This time Durand disal-
lowed the departure of one person whose application was not in order.

Thus, by year’s end, almost 3,000 Koreans had been repatriated to North Korea. 
However, 60 candidates had changed their minds and not presented themselves for 
departure, which was in perfect accordance with the procedures adopted by the 
Japanese Red Cross.84

Repatriation to South Korea

The procedures for repatriating those who wished to go to South Korea were a matter 
to be negotiated directly between the Republic of Korea and Japan. The ICRC took 
no part in those negotiations.85

Tens of thousands of Koreans left for the South following the conclusion, in 1965, 
of the Treaty on Basic Relations between Japan and the Republic of Korea, which 
normalized relations between the two countries.

83 ICRC Annual Report 1959, pp. 20–21. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XII, No. 11, November 1959, p. 216. 
RICR, No. 495, March 1960, pp. 135–136. Morris-Suzuki, op. cit., pp. 212–216.

84 ICRC Annual Report 1959, pp. 22. RICR, No. 495, March 1960, pp. 136–137.
85 ICRC Annual Report 1959, p. 22.
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16.  Ship leaving Niigata for North Korea.  © ICRC (ICRC/CID, V P KPKR-E-00099)

17.  Card files at the International Tracing Service, Arolsen, West Germany, 1958. 
 © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P HIST-02743-03A)
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Departures to North Korea continue

The repatriation of Koreans from Japan to North Korea continued throughout 1960. 
As they had in 1959, ICRC delegates assisted the Japanese Red Cross throughout the 
process, from application to boarding the ship for the crossing. They ensured that 
Koreans were not being pressured, neither into leaving nor into remaining in Japan. 
They took special care to prevent those under the age of 16 from being separated from 
their families.

At the final interview in Niigata, the returnees were asked to confirm one last time 
their desire to leave. A small number of them changed their mind. Thus, ships designed 
to carry 1,000 passengers sometimes left with only 800 or even 700 people. By the 
end of 1960, 51 sailings had been made, taking some 52,000 people to North Korea.

Departures for North Korea continued, though at a slower pace, from 1961 until 
1967, ending in December of that year. In all, 88,611 people left Japan for the North.86

Conclusion

When the ICRC agreed to Japan’s request to approve and take part in the process of 
repatriating Koreans to North Korea, it was placing itself at the centre of the ideological 
struggle between Seoul and Pyongyang. Indeed, it was standing directly astride one 
of the main fault lines of the Cold War. That the issue ranged far beyond the Korean 
peninsula is proved by the intervention of both the United States and the Soviet Union.

Confronted with the irreconcilable positions of North and South Korea, the ICRC 
nevertheless endeavoured – in vain – to bring about an agreement in a four-way frame-
work involving itself, the Japanese Red Cross, and the two Korean National Societies. 
Finding no common ground between North and South, the ICRC agreed to take part 
in the repatriation process under a bilateral agreement worked out between the Japanese 
and North Korean National Societies. In so doing, it defied the opposition of South 
Korea and warnings issued by the American Red Cross and the US State Department. 
It agreed to take part because, as its Presidential Council explained to South Korea’s 
ambassador to Paris, a number of Koreans in Japan sincerely wished to go to North 
Korea and because the ICRC was convinced that its participation would guarantee 
respect for the free choice of the returnees.87

Given the mutually antagonistic positions it had to deal with, the ICRC was guided 
by the same line it had followed since the First World War: free choice regarding 
repatriation, with the process taking place free of political considerations, including 
whether that process favoured one party or the other.

86 ICRC Annual Report 1967, pp. 19–20.
87 Interviews with André Durand by Françoise Perret on 2 May and 13 November 2011.
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The ICRC enjoyed the full support of the Japanese government and Red Cross 
concerning the key principle of respect for free choice. Both managed to persuade their 
opposite numbers in North and South Korea to respect this principle.

The ICRC also hoped that its participation in the repatriation of Koreans to the 
North would serve as proof of its impartiality, and thus enable it to build a relationship 
with Pyongyang. This, however, failed to happen, or happened to only a very limited 
extent (principally during the North Korean Red Cross representatives’ stay in Geneva). 
There is nothing to suggest a significant growth of cooperation with Pyongyang during 
the repatriation or in the years that followed.

One cannot help thinking that the ICRC’s hope of improving ties with the North 
was naive. In the end, it was the Japanese National Society and government (perhaps 
under pressure from the United States) that obliged North Korea to accept verifica-
tion of candidates for repatriation to the North along with ICRC participation in the 
process to guarantee free choice. It was therefore illusory to imagine that this would 
improve relations with Pyongyang, especially as the ICRC’s part in the repatriation 
involved no direct contact with the North Korean government once the agreement of 
June 1959 had been reached.

Should the ICRC have refused to take part in this operation since it had no presence 
in North Korea, and thus no means of monitoring how the returnees fared? Nothing 
in the minutes of its decision-making bodies suggests that there was any thought of 
making ICRC participation contingent on a presence in North Korea, especially as it 
is obvious that posing such a condition would have been viewed as a subtle means of 
undermining the repatriation. And in fact, barring exceptional circumstances, neither 
in North Korea nor anywhere else has the ICRC ever been entitled to verify what has 
happened to people repatriated under its auspices. All it can do is ensure that returnees 
have freely expressed their wish to return, that they have had access to information 
that was as objective as possible, and that they have been as free of external pressure 
as it was in the ICRC’s power to achieve. The organization’s role is to ensure that the 
returnees have had an opportunity to freely express their desire. It cannot guide them 
in their choice, let alone make it for them.

Should the ICRC have refused to have anything to do with this operation owing to 
the nature of the North Korean regime, as demanded by Seoul?88 Obviously, doing this 
would have amounted to taking a political position that contradicted the Fundamental 
Principles of the Red Cross, especially that of neutrality. In addition, the ICRC could 
not ignore this principle in the case of Korea, for it had in the past advocated the prin-
ciple of free choice of destination for the purpose of reuniting families and repatriating 
Hungarian refugees and repatriating prisoners of war. Finally, having witnessed the 
determination of Tokyo and Pyongyang in the matter, the ICRC doubtless felt that 
the operation would go ahead anyway, with or without it, and it no doubt believed that 
its participation would provide an additional guarantee of freedom of choice. And it 

88 This is the criticism put forward by Morris-Suzuki’s book, which describes the whole operation as 
“a tragedy” (for example, see pp. 12–13, 36, 159, 248).
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is worth noting that by obtaining Seoul’s consent to receiving Koreans who wished to 
go there and consent from the Japanese government that Koreans could also choose to 
remain in Japan, the ICRC helped create a genuine range of options for the Koreans of 
Japan and thus make possible freedom of choice. Regarding the Koreans in Japan – like 
the Hungarian refugees and Jews in Egypt whom it helped in the same period – the 
ICRC was able to base its work only on the freely expressed desires of individuals.

Though ICRC participation did not serve to improve perceptibly its relations with 
North Korea, it is not inconceivable that it did bring about a certain warming in the 
organization’s relations with the Soviet Union, which helped make the operation pos-
sible by providing ships. The Soviets cannot have been unaware of the pressure – since 
there were many public expressions of it – from both Seoul and its ally the United States 
to refuse participation. It is possible that the ICRC’s demonstration of impartiality 
helped restore a modicum of confidence in its independence and thus – very indi-
rectly – prepared the ground for the role it was to play during the Cuban Missile Crisis.





The victims of human experimentation 
in German concentration camps 

(1960–1972)

Medical experiments

During the Second World War, thousands of men, women and children held in 
German concentration camps (especially Auschwitz, Buchenwald, Dachau, Natzweiler, 
Neuengamme, Ravensbrück and Sachsenhausen) were used as human guinea pigs for 
medical experiments. These acts served no therapeutic purpose for those experimented 
on, since only detainees in good health were selected for them. All detainees were 
subjected to ill-treatment, but these experiments constituted a special form of torture. 
Those on whom they were inflicted received no explanation as to the nature of the 
experiment, and obviously their consent was not sought. The concept of consent being 
freely given in a concentration camp is, in any case, devoid of meaning.1

These experiments, carried out with the utmost cruelty, often ended in the victims’ 
death. In many cases, people who survived the experiments were executed, either in order 
to carry out an autopsy or to get rid of the evidence. Many of those who survived were 
left seriously disabled. All bore physical and psychological scars for the rest of their lives.

The evidence presented to the Nuremberg Military Tribunals (i.e. a US military 
court in the US occupation zone subsequent to the International Military Tribunals), 
which began in 1946, showed that a number of doctors had committed unspeakable 
acts against the detainees in their hands.2 The list of their deeds constitutes a catalogue 
of horrors:

• They inflicted skin-piercing injuries on their victims, then infected those inju-
ries with bacteria such as streptococcus and the bacteria that cause gangrene and 
 tetanus. The resulting infections were then used to test a new sulfonamide drug.

• They badly burned their victims to simulate the results of incendiary bombs, then 
experimented with different means of treating those burns.

1 In Ravensbrück, women were used as the subjects of medical experiments and were actually 
referred to as “rabbits” [Kaninchen] (Germaine Tillon, Ravensbrück, Editions du Seuil, Paris, 1988, 
pp. 164–176).

2 Trials of War Criminals before the Nuernberg Military Tribunals under Control Council Law No. 10, 
Vol. I: The Medical Case, Vol. II: The Medical Case and The Milch Case, United States Government 
Printing Office, Washington DC. George J. Annas and Michael A. Grodin (eds), The Nazi Doctors 
and the Nuremberg Code: Human Rights in Human Experimentation, Oxford University Press, New 
York/Oxford, 1992; in particular, pp. 94–107.
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• They allowed their victims to drink only seawater to study the question of whether 
shipwrecked seamen and downed airmen could survive by drinking seawater, and 
if so how.

• To study the effects of various poisons that might be used in warfare, including 
poison-tipped bullets, they administered these poisons to their victims.

• They infected their victims with exanthematic typhus in order to carry out research 
on a vaccine.

• They infected their victims with hepatitis in order to study the disease.
• In the course of experiments on the resistance of the human body to low levels 

of atmospheric pressure (specifically to study lesions inflicted on pilots ejecting 
at high altitude), they placed their victims in pressure chambers, the air in which 
was then pumped out.

• They immersed their victims in icy water and/or placed them in freezing air to study 
the human body’s resistance to cold. They were looking for better ways of rescuing 
people suffering from hypothermia.

• They forced their victims to breathe mustard gas in order to study the best means 
of treating the damage it caused.

• They infected their victims with malaria in order to find a way to treat and prevent 
this disease.

• They surgically removed bone, muscle and nerve tissue from their victims in order 
to study the regeneration of these tissues and bone transplants.3

• They used X-rays, oral medicines and injections on both men and women to find 
a simple and cheap means of mass sterilization.

• They conducted cancer-related experiments.
• They experimented with electric shocks.
• They administered mescaline and other drugs to their victims in order to see 

whether they could be used for interrogation purposes.4

3 Only women seem to have been subjected to these tissue regeneration experiments.
4 These experiments were described by the lawyer Telford Taylor in his opening statement before the 

Nuremberg Military Tribunal on 9 December 1946 (see “Doctors’ Trial”, in Trials of War Criminals 
before the Nuernberg Military Tribunals under Control Council Law No. 10, Vol. I, pp. 27–74); they 
were also described in the judgment handed down by the Tribunal on 19 and 20 August 1947 (see 
Trials of War Criminals before the Nuernberg Military Tribunals under Control Council Law No. 10, 
Vol. II, pp. 171–300). Taylor’s opening statements have been reproduced in The Nazi Doctors and 
the Nuremberg Code: Human Rights in Human Experimentation, pp. 67–93. See also: “On behalf of 
victims of pseudo-medical experiments: Red Cross action”, IRRC, No. 142, January 1973, pp. 3–21, 
in particular pp. 15–18; Jean Graven, “Le procès des médecins nazis et les expériences ‘pseudo-médi-
cales’. Esquisse d’une étude de synthèse”, Annales de droit international médical, No. 8, June 1962, 
pp. 3–67.
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ICRC action

West German offer and ICRC action

In 1951, the parliament of the Federal Republic of Germany adopted legislation pro-
viding for compensation to the victims of Nazi persecution, not least the victims of 
medical experiments. It was to be furnished to both those living in West Germany 
and those living in countries with which it had diplomatic relations.5 By late 1960, 
1,750 applications for compensation had been made to the finance ministry in Bonn. 
Of these, 1,450 had been approved and the compensation paid. The government had 
received 125 applications from Poland and Hungary. These had not been considered 
since West Germany had no diplomatic ties with those countries.6

In mid-1960, the West German government approached the ICRC to say that it 
was willing to provide financial aid to the victims of medical experiments now living 
in countries with which the Federal Republic had no diplomatic relations. It asked the 
ICRC to look into means by which this aid could reach the victims.7

It was clear to the ICRC that such action went beyond the usual framework of 
its activities. To an extent, however, there was a precedent. The peace treaty signed 
by the former Western Allies and Japan in 1951 provided for compensation to be 
paid to former Allied prisoners of war. The ICRC had agreed to help implement the 
provision concerned.8

The ICRC was very conscious of the problems facing the West German government, 
in particular the profound animosity that lingered in Eastern Europe.9 It therefore 
offered its good offices as a means of facilitating the payment of compensation to people 

5 Cabinet decision of 26 July 1951 on compensation for victims of medical experiments, cited by 
Graven, op. cit., pp. 10–11.

6 ICRC Archives, B AG 226 009-40, “Memorandum über die Entschädigung für überlebende Opfer 
von Menschenversuchen”, undated document given to the ICRC on 19 July 1960; report on a meeting 
between advisers to Foreign Affairs and Finance Ministries and the ICRC’s Roger Gallopin and 
Jean-Pierre Maunoir, 20 September 1960, and annexes. Graven, op. cit., p. 13. “On behalf of victims 
of pseudo-medical experiments: Red Cross action”, pp. 6–7.

7 “On behalf of victims of pseudo-medical experiments: Red Cross action”, pp. 6–7. Graven, op. cit., 
pp. 13–19. There was no reason for the ICRC to play a role in compensating victims living in the 
USSR, as the Soviet Union and West Germany had established diplomatic relations after Konrad 
Adenauer’s visit to Moscow on 9 September 1955.

8 Article 16 of the peace treaty with Japan, signed in San Francisco on 8 September 1951 (see United 
Nations, Treaty Series, Vol. 136, pp. 45–164, in particular p. 68). Report on the Activity of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross for the Indemnification of Former Allied Prisoners of War in 
Japanese Hands: Article 16 of the Peace Treaty of 8 September 1951 between the Allied Powers and Japan, 
ICRC, Geneva, 1971. Catherine Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross, 1945 to 1955, ICRC and Georg Editeur, Geneva, 2017, pp. 142–148.

9 The ICRC was fully aware of the animosity – particularly in Poland and the USSR – stemming from 
memories of Germany’s occupation of Eastern Europe during the Second World War. When the ICRC 
was approached by the German government about compensating victims of medical experiments, it 
knew that the Polish Red Cross had refused the West German Red Cross’s offer to donate a hospital.
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who had endured particularly brutal persecution by the Nazis and who continued to 
suffer the after-effects.10

Did the ICRC’s reasoning include the prospect that this would present an oppor-
tunity for it to come to the aid of people it had been unable to help during the Second 
World War? Did it also see the chance of improving its relations with countries on 
the other side of the Iron Curtain? These are possibilities, but the available sources do 
not confirm either.

The ICRC stressed that its role would be confined to that of a neutral intermediary 
between West Germany and countries with which that State had no diplomatic rela-
tions. In practical terms, this mainly meant conveying Bonn’s proposals and the files of 
the individuals concerned to the Polish and Hungarian National Societies. Finally, the 
ICRC undertook to convey the compensation paid by the West German government.

The organization began by sending delegates to Bonn, then to Warsaw and Budapest. 
There they made contact with both the authorities and the National Societies in order 
to inquire whether its role as neutral intermediary would be accepted and, if so, to work 
out practical procedures.11

Processing the applications

Following their discussions with the ICRC, the Polish and Hungarian National 
Societies worked together with groups representing former detainees to process appli-
cations for compensation. They sorted through the applications, retaining only those 
from surviving victims of the 15 categories of medical experiment listed above, the 
historical reality of which had been admitted by West Germany. For each of the appli-
cations retained, the National Societies created a file containing statements made by 
the applicant, witness accounts, medical examinations and any documentation of the 
acts committed. The files were then forwarded to the ICRC, which added whatever 
useful information it possessed and asked the International Tracing Service to provide 
whatever information it had, including where possible the victim’s health at the time.12 

10 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 7 July 1960, p. 6; 22 
September 1960, p. 2.

11 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 7 July 1960, pp. 6–7; 
6 October 1960, pp. 7–8; 3 November 1960, pp. 2–3; and A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential 
Council meeting of 14 July 1960, pp. 6–8; 21 July 1960, pp. 4–5; 15 September 1960, pp. 4–5; 
22 September 1960, pp. 2–3, etc.; B AG 226 009-40, letter from Heinrich von Brentano, West 
Germany’s foreign minister, 23 November 1960 and letter from ICRC President Léopold Boissier 
to von Brentano, 8 December 1960. ICRC press release No. 726b, 9 May 1961.

12 On the International Tracing Service, see the introduction to this section, as well as: Marc Hillel, 
Les archives de l’espoir, Librairie Arthème Fayard, Paris, 1977; Charles-Claude Biedermann, More 
than 10.5 Million Replies: 60 Years of History and Benefit of the Personal Documentary Material 
about the Former Civilian Persecutees of the National Socialist Regime Preserved in Bad Arolsen, 
International Tracing Service, Bad Arolsen, 2003; Catherine Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta To Dien Bien 
Phu, pp.154–156.
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The Service’s documentation enabled it to give the ICRC general information about 
the experimenters, their victims, the places and dates of the experiments, and the way 
they were carried out. In many cases, it was also able to confirm that this or that 
person had indeed been a detainee. However, it appears that most lists of the victims 
of medical experiments had been destroyed at the end of the war in order to erase any 
trace of these crimes.

Delegates meet victims

After studying the various individual files, three ICRC doctors – Albert Leupin, 
Jacques de Rougemont and Jean-Louis Roux – went to Poland and Hungary with 
three other delegates – Jean-Pierre Maunoir,13 Françoise Perret and Lix Simonius – to 
meet the applicants. In the course of these meetings, in which representatives of the 
National Society concerned took part, the non-medical delegates sought useful infor-
mation to supplement that already in the files and the doctors endeavoured to acquire 
a better idea of the individuals’ health. The first visits were made in 1961.

Neutral decision-making body

Naturally, the crucial questions were these: the decision that would ultimately be taken 
on the validity of the application and, if that decision was accepted, how much would 
be paid in compensation. Bonn initially wanted to transfer a lump sum to the ICRC, 
leaving it to the latter to gauge the soundness of individual applications. The ICRC, 
however, felt that it was West Germany’s responsibility to define the wrongs for which 
it was paying compensation, to officially accept the applications found to be valid and 
to determine itself the amount to be paid.14 The procedure eventually agreed between 
the two was that the ICRC would assemble a “Neutral Commission” of experts and 
would itself decide who the non-ICRC members would be.15 The Commission’s deci-
sions would be recognized by Bonn as obligations and could not be contested before 
the courts.16

The Commission assembled by the ICRC had three members: Jean Graven, a jurist 
with an outstanding international reputation, René Mach, professor of medicine at 
the University of Geneva, and Dr Sylvain Mutrux, deputy director of the Bel Air 

13 See p. 54 of this book, footnote 85.
14 ICRC Archives, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 15 September 1960, p. 5.
15 This wording was no doubt inspired by the mixed medical commissions provided for by the Geneva 

Conventions to decide on repatriating ailing or injured prisoners of war before the end of hostilities 
(Art. 69 of the Convention Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners War, 27 July 1929; Arts 112 and 
113 of the Third Geneva Convention).

16 “On behalf of victims of pseudo-medical experiments: Red Cross action”, p. 8.
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Psychiatric Clinic in Geneva.17 The Commission met for the first time over several 
days at ICRC headquarters in June 1961.18

Applications continued to pour in to the Polish and Hungarian National Societies 
in numbers far beyond the estimates of the West German government. The govern-
ment therefore set out, in the following three points, the exact scope within which the 
Commission was to work:
1. The medical experiments were defined as experimental acts conducted on detainees 

by doctors in the concentration camps. They took the form of a series of tests 
intended to furnish medical knowledge. They constituted a flagrant violation of 
the principle of human dignity.

2. A total of 15 categories of medical experiment were listed. Only these could give 
rise to a valid application for compensation.19

3. There was a list of the realities of life in the concentration camps that had for many 
detainees caused physical injury or illness, but did not constitute medical experi-
ments. These included ill-treatment, measures to prevent or treat disease (even where 
these had been improperly applied and themselves led to disease), lack of medical 
care, accidents, conditions caused by malnutrition and lack of warm clothing in the 
camps, and non-experimental sterilization.20

Despite the restrictions announced, new candidates continued to send applications to 
the Polish and Hungarian National Societies. On several occasions, the West German 
government, wishing to know the total number of applicants, suggested setting a dead-
line for applications. In the end, it agreed to accept all applications that reached the 
ICRC by 31 March 1969. The Commission’s mandate thus ceased at the end of 1972.

Between 1961 and 1972, the Commission assembled 24 times. Each time it first 
met with a doctor representing the West German government, observers from the 
Polish and Hungarian National Societies, and ICRC delegates who had met the vic-
tims. After discussing the various cases, the Commission retired to deliberate alone. 
It then decided which applications would be accepted and which rejected, and how 
much compensation would be awarded to each of the successful applicants. It issued 
an explanation for each rejection, which enabled the party concerned, if it possessed 
new relevant information, to request a re-examination of the case.21

In its discussions with the West German government to fix the sum of the com-
pensation to be paid, the ICRC insisted that the amount be sufficiently substantial to 
bring about a real improvement in the victim’s material circumstances. It did this while 
pointing out that “no sum … can truly compensate the victims for the suffering – the 

17 “Compensation to victims of pseudo-medical experiments”, IRRC, No. 7, October 1961, pp. 384–
385. Judge William Lenoir took over from Graven as Commission chairman.

18 Ibid.
19 See pp. 135-136 of this chapter.
20 “On behalf of victims of pseudo-medical experiments: Red Cross action”, p. 12.
21 Ibid., pp. 13–14.
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absolute degradation – that they endured.”22 In the end, a payment of 25,000 West 
German marks (DM) was agreed upon. Depending on the gravity of the after-effects 
the individual victims had to live with, an additional sum of up to DM 15,000 could 
be awarded.23

When the Commission reached a positive decision, the West German government 
transferred the sum concerned to the ICRC, which then transferred that amount to 
the victim.24

In its 11 years of work, the Commission set up by the ICRC accepted as valid 1,701 
cases and awarded the victims a total of DM 50,845,000.25 Since both the Polish and 
Hungarian National Societies had diligently screened the applications, in the end only 
271 were turned down.

End of the Commission’s work

The number of Polish victims greatly exceeded West German estimates. As a result, the 
process proved far too slow. Many died before their applications could be considered 
and therefore never received compensation.

Given the obviously excessive slowness of the process, the ICRC urged Bonn to 
transfer a fixed sum to the Polish government so that it could deal with applications that 
had not been processed. Ultimately, the West German and Polish governments – which 
had in the meantime established diplomatic ties26 – signed an agreement at ICRC 
headquarters in late 1972. Under this, the Bonn government pledged to transfer DM 
100 million to the Polish government to enable it to help victims who had not yet 
received compensation.27

22 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 14 July 1960, pp. 6–8. 
See also: “Le Conseil estime que le CICR est parfaitement libre de présenter aux Autorités à Bonn 
tous les desiderata exprimés par les ayants droit et leurs représentants, car on ne saurait jamais chiffrer 
ou mettre un prix à ce genre de souffrances”, ibid., 9 March 1961, p. 8.

23 “On behalf of victims of pseudo-medical experiments: Red Cross action”, pp. 7–8. The Deutsche 
Mark was worth about half a euro when the new currency was introduced. During the 1960s and 
1970s, however, the purchasing power of the mark was far greater than that of the euro today. 
Furthermore, since the general price level was kept artificially low in all Soviet-bloc countries, 
DM 25,000 could significantly improve the lives of beneficiaries.

24 Ibid., p. 8.
25 Ibid., p. 14.
26 Diplomatic relations were established between West Germany and Poland after Chancellor Willy 

Brandt’s visit to Warsaw.
27 ICRC press release, No. 1142, 16 November 1972; “On behalf of victims of pseudo-medical exper-

iments: Red Cross action”, pp. 3–4.
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Conclusion

When it offered its good offices to facilitate compensation payments for surviving vic-
tims of medical experiments, the ICRC stated, and reiterated, that it would confine itself 
to the role of neutral intermediary – in the absence of diplomatic relations – between 
West Germany, on one side, and the governments and National Societies of Poland 
and Hungary on the other. In fact, the ICRC went far beyond that: it did nothing less 
than make itself the victims’ spokesman to the West German government. For example, 
it set out by asking that the maximum possible sum paid to a victim be DM 40,000, 
not DM 25,000, and that DM 25,000 be the minimum.

Above all, the ICRC helped put in place procedures that made it possible to com-
pensate more victims – a markedly larger number – than originally estimated. (Bonn 
initially estimated the number of surviving victims at 125 and proposed that a lump 
sum of DM 5 million be divided up between all cases. In the end, the Commission 
accepted 1,701 applications and judged that they should be paid compensation 
exceeding DM 50 million. Not only was this sum agreed to by Bonn, it was supple-
mented in 1972 with a lump-sum transfer to the Polish government of DM 100 million 
for further compensation.)

It is most likely that this programme somewhat improved the ICRC’s image in 
Eastern Europe, especially in Poland. After all, these were the countries that had 
accused the organization, at the 1952 International Conference of the Red Cross, of 
having done nothing for people persecuted by the Nazis.

The scheme to help the victims of medical experiments was virtually the ICRC’s 
first opportunity to develop a close and lasting working relationship with Eastern 
European National Societies, especially the Polish Red Cross. As the years went by, 
that relationship grew more trusting, as each organization learned to count on the 
competence of the other. As a result, when the Commission ceased its work, the two 
organizations continued their collaboration in another area: promoting knowledge of 
humanitarian law. In fact, they set up a programme that continues to this day. The 
scheme to help victims of medical experiments bore fruit again in 1981, when General 
Wojciech Jaruzelski declared martial law in Poland. This was followed by the mass 
arrest of dissidents. With support from the Polish Red Cross, ICRC delegates Frank 
Schmidt and Françoise Perret were immediately dispatched to Warsaw and within 
24 hours received permission to visit the detained dissidents. It was the first time 
that the organization had been allowed to visit detainees on such a scale in a Warsaw 
Pact country.



Part III
Wars of national liberation

The two fratricidal 20th-century wars into which Europe dragged the rest of the world 
irrevocably undermined the Old Continent’s power and influence. In the interwar 
period, nationalist movements gathered strength in many European colonies. Japan did 
its best to erode the authority of the colonial powers in Asia, and during the Second 
World War, Asian nationalist movements took advantage of Japanese occupation to 
pursue their goal, sometimes with Japanese support. Following the war’s end, the 
nationalist leaders in Indonesia, Vietnam and Burma immediately proclaimed inde-
pendence. It was not long before Britain agreed to Burmese independence, which was 
quickly followed by that of India, Pakistan and Ceylon. The Netherlands and above all 
France, however, dreamed of restoring their empires. Under the pressure of events, and 
pressed by its anglophone allies, the Netherlands soon recognized that it had no hope 
of restoring its authority on the other side of the world. France, by contrast, became 
bogged down in a disastrous war in Indochina, which finally ended, after seven years, 
with humiliating defeat.

Two key events ultimately served to quicken the decolonization process:

• the French military defeat at Dien Bien Phu, which highlighted France’s isolation 
and enfeebled state

• the catastrophic Suez expedition of 1956, which sounded the death knell of French 
and British colonial ambition.

Within a few years, France, Britain, the Netherlands and Belgium had granted inde-
pendence to most of their African and Asian possessions. The transition to independ-
ence went peacefully in many countries. In other cases, however, the process involved 
bloody conflict, whether in the form of a struggle against the colonial power (as in 
Algeria and Kenya) or violence between different groups within the population of a 
colony – as happened, for instance, in Rwanda, Burundi and the Belgian Congo – where 
the prospect of independence reawakened old tensions that had been both overshad-
owed by foreign domination and exacerbated by that domination.

These struggles confronted the ICRC with special difficulties.
One difficulty was that these conflicts were often asymmetrical, pitting guerrilla 

forces against well-organized national armies. The shadowy operations of guerrilla 
groups and their spectacular bomb attacks and other acts were contrary not only to 
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humanitarian law, but frequently to basic humanitarian principles as well. This was no 
less the case with the police repression used to combat them.

Another difficulty was that under public international law – developed by Europeans 
and imposed on the rest of the world – the territory of a colony was considered part 
of the territory of the colonizing country. The colonial powers therefore viewed these 
struggles as occurring within the realm of their internal affairs, to which the law of 
armed conflict was not applicable, even when they involved large-scale military oper-
ations. In order to avoid having to meet obligations under humanitarian law, including 
those laid down by common Article 3, these countries usually described these situations 
as ‘internal disturbances’, despite the fact that these ‘disturbances’ were being dealt 
with by vast military deployments.

Finally, humanitarian law was often unknown in these territories. If a National 
Red Cross Society was present, its work scarcely extended beyond the tight circle of 
the colonists themselves.

The ICRC faced such situations from the end of the Second World War onward. 
In the decade following the war it took action in Indonesia and Indochina, and during 
the first Arab-Israeli conflict (1948–1949).1

It was, of course, the Algerian War that set the pattern for wars of national liber-
ation from 1956 to 1965, though other conflicts raged in Cyprus, sub-Saharan Africa 
and Asia.2

Adapting to these situations was a huge challenge for the ICRC. How it faced this 
challenge will be the subject of the following chapters.

1 Jean-François Berger, L’action du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge en Indochine, 1946–1954, 
Editions Corbaz, Montreux, 1982. Catherine Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of 
the International Committee of the Red Cross, 1945 to 1955, ICRC and Georg Editeur, Geneva, 2017, 
pp. 291–473. Dominique-Debora Junod, The Imperiled Red Cross and the Palestine-Eretz-Yisrael 
Conflict 1945–1952: The Influence of Institutional Concerns on a Humanitarian Operation, Keegan 
Paul International, London/New York, 1997. Florianne Truninger, “The International Committee 
of the Red Cross and the Indochina War: From the Japanese defeat to the Geneva Agreements”, 
IRRC, No. 303, November–December 1994, pp. 564–594.

2 As this section of the book is devoted to national liberation struggles, readers may be surprised not 
to find a chapter on the ICRC’s activities in South Africa. After all, the struggle against apartheid 
was significant at both national and international levels, and visits to political detainees began as far 
back as 1963 – and in circumstances that gave rise to much criticism. Nevertheless, the overwhelming 
bulk of the ICRC’s activities, which continued through to the eventual collapse of the apartheid 
regime, occurred after the period covered by this book.



Algerian War 
(1954–1962)

From insurgency to independence

In the night of 31 October to 1 November 1954, a series of armed attacks shook 30 
separate localities in Algeria. A simultaneous communiqué issued by the National 
Liberation Front (FLN) revealed the existence of an organization capable of conducting 
a coordinated armed struggle throughout the territory. These events marked the begin-
ning of eight years of vicious fighting that would eventually lead to the collapse of 
the Fourth Republic, drive France itself to the brink of civil war, and result in the 
independence of Algeria.1

This eruption of violence was no bolt from the blue. France had conquered Algeria 
between 1830 and 1870 without having a clear colonial plan, and without knowing 
what it would do with the territory it was appropriating. While it had taken only a few 
days for the French army to seize Algiers, 18 years of dogged fighting were needed to 
bring the interior under control. The relentless battling and General Thomas Bugeaud’s 
large-scale scorched-earth policy left deep scars in the collective memory of Algerians. 
Land was seized and given to French settlers, the pieds noirs. This confiscation impov-
erished the Algerian population, and the eviction of the local aristocracy eroded trad-
itional social structures. There was an assimilation policy, though its implementation 
lacked determination and aroused the distrust of defenders of Islam without attracting 
support from the Algerian elite. Any attempts made by French governments to grant 
political rights to Algerians foundered on opposition from the settlers. The minority 
of young Algerians who had the opportunity to attend school, and the even smaller 
fraction who went on to university, were taught about human rights by a France that 
denied them those same rights. While the territory remained a French possession, the 
Algerian and settler communities coexisted uneasily and never developed a feeling of 
living on shared territory.

France’s military defeat by Germany in June 1940 amply displayed the extent to 
which the country had been weakened. The Anglo-American Allies’ successful landing 
in Algeria and Morocco in 1942 lowered their colonial rulers even further in the esti-
mation of Algerians. In 1943, Charles de Gaulle’s government in exile set up the French 

1 See Fabian Klose’s Menschenrechte im Schatten kolonialer Gewalt – die Dekolonisierungskriege in 
Kenia und Algerien 1945–1962, Oldenburg, 2009.
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Committee for National Liberation. Its overtures – too little and too late – merely 
aroused scorn from Algerian nationalists. And those overtures were bitterly resented 
by the settlers. On 8 May 1945 – the very moment when the German surrender was 
putting an end to six years of war in Europe – riots broke out in the town of Sétif. They 
were put down with disproportionate violence. This finally persuaded many Algerian 
leaders that the equal rights promised by France were a sham and that there was no 
alternative to outright independence.

The French surrender at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 provided new evidence of France’s 
weakness and isolation. The event highlighted how effective a revolutionary struggle 
could be when it mobilized the entire nation. Algerian independence activists took 
note, and in the months that followed, a group of young militants from the Algerian 
People’s Party decided to drop political campaigning and go over to armed struggle.

Like the massacre that followed the Sétif riots in 1945, the attacks in the small 
hours of 1 November 1954 provoked an excessively violent backlash from the French. 
For France, Algeria was part of its national territory and was inhabited by over a mil-
lion French settlers, whom it was unthinkable to abandon. But the FLN had taken 
the lead in the insurgency and intended to fight for nothing less than full Algerian 
independence. Its spectacular indiscriminate attacks were intended to provoke a violent 
reaction by security forces and settlers that would unite the Muslim community behind 
the FLN and cause an irreparable breach between Muslims and French settlers. There 
did indeed ensue a brutal struggle. The FLN, which had no qualms about executing 
Algerians who collaborated with the French, won growing support from the Algerian 
population. A portion of French public opinion, and some politicians, gradually came 
to the conclusion that the struggle was hopeless and that – after the granting of inde-
pendence to Tunisia and Morocco in 1956 – Algerian independence was inevitable. 
But parts of the armed forces and the vast majority of settlers refused to consider the 
prospect of an independent Algeria. This rift led France to the brink of civil war.

The struggle went on year after year, a tragic spiral of indiscriminate attacks pro-
voking harsh repression that were followed by new attacks and then an ever more 
ferocious backlash, and so on. The list of victims on both sides grew without respite. 
The conflict finally ended in July 1962 with Algerian independence.

In the spring of 1955, the French authorities declared a state of emergency and sent 
to internment camps anyone suspected of FLN sympathies. The FLN then stepped 
up attacks against settlers, who then formed “anti-terrorist groups”. Meanwhile, the 
FNL also created a political structure for itself when the “Soummam conference” met 
secretly in the Kabylia region for two weeks in August–September 1956. It set up the 
34-member National Council of the Algerian Revolution and a Coordination and 
Implementation Committee made up of five members.

Secret contacts were then made between French emissaries and FLN leaders 
in Morocco. However, in late  October 1956, an aircraft returning five FLN 
leaders – Hocine Ait Ahmed, Mohammed Boudiaf, Ahmed Ben Bella, Mohamed 
Khider and Mostefa Lacheraf – from Morocco to Tunisia was intercepted by the French 
air force. All five were incarcerated in France.
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Ten days later, Israel, France, and Britain launched the Suez expedition. While 
Israel’s main objective was to destroy Palestinian fedayeen bases in Gaza and the Sinai, 
and Britain’s to regain control of the Suez Canal (which had been nationalized by Egypt 
a few weeks earlier), France primarily aimed to deprive the FLN of its main outside sup-
porter by overthrowing Egyptian President Nasser, viewed as the leading figure of Arab 
nationalism and as the main backer of the Algerian uprising. (Several days previously, 
the French navy had boarded an Egyptian yacht, the Athos, off the Algerian coast and 
found it loaded with weapons. This was proof, in French eyes, of Egypt’s involvement 
in the Algerian conflict.) The Suez expedition ended humiliatingly for the former 
colonial powers. Under pressure from both the United States and the Soviet Union, 
France and Britain were forced to withdraw their troops. Nasser emerged triumphant 
and the FLN could now count on even greater support from Egypt.

The insurgency grew steadily and spread to the cities. General Raoul Salan, a veteran of 
the Indochina War, was appointed commander-in-chief in Algeria, while General Jacques 
Massu, commander of the 10th Parachute Division, was given the task of restoring order 
in Algiers. In January 1957, his men moved into the city. They entered the Casbah neigh-
bourhood and arrested 1,500 suspects. But there was no let-up in FLN bomb attacks 
across the city. It was not until September of the next year that the army managed to 
bring the situation under control. But the guerrilla struggle continued, especially in the 
Aurès mountains and the Kabylia region of Algeria. The French army recruited Algerians 
throughout the country (popularly known as harkis) to serve as soldiers. The repression 
grew still harsher and entire populations were confined to “regrouping centres”.

In 1958 the FLN set up a base for the National Liberation Army (its armed wing) in 
Tunisia near Saqiet Sidi Yusuf. In January of that year, French soldiers were ambushed 
by that army on the Algerian–Tunisian border: fifteen were killed, one wounded, 
and four taken prisoner. In response, the French air force bombed Saqiet Sidi Yusuf. 
Tunisian President Habib Bourguiba recalled his country’s ambassador from Paris, and 
demanded the withdrawal of all French military personnel from Tunisian territory, 
including the naval and air base at Bizerte that France had retained when its protec-
torate of Tunisia came to an end.

In the months that followed, clashes intensified between the French army – which 
had recruited almost 20,000 harkis – and the FLN. In May, the FLN executed three of 
its French prisoners in retaliation for the execution of several of its activists sentenced 
to death by French courts in Algeria. This provoked a strong emotional reaction and 
three days later, French settlers organized a massive demonstration in Algiers under the 
banner of “French Algeria”. Generals Massu and Salan formed a “Committee for Public 
Salvation”, which seized power in Algeria, while the Fourth Republic was undergoing a 
fresh government crisis in Paris. Charles de Gaulle – who had been in retirement since 
1946 – made it known that he was ready to lead the country once again. On 29 May, 
French President René Coty announced in parliament that de Gaulle had accepted 
his request to form the next government. The Algiers coup of May 1958 thus heralded 
the end of the Fourth Republic, whose authority had been undermined by incessant 
governmental crises, defeat in Indochina, and its inability to restore order in Algeria.
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Meeting in Cairo in September 1958, the FLN’s Coordination and Implementation 
Committee decided to dissolve itself and set up the Provisional Government of the 
Algerian Republic, headed by Ferhat Abbas, who had written the Manifesto of the 
Algerian People in March 1943 and who had long been viewed by the French as a mod-
erate leader, until he joined the FLN in 1956. In the days that followed, the Provisional 
Government was recognized by Tunisia, Morocco, Syria, Lebanon and Egypt.

In the summer of 1958, the FLN stepped up its attacks in Algeria and opened a second 
front by taking the war to France itself. In October, de Gaulle travelled to Constantine, 
where he announced an ambitious programme of economic and social development in 
Algeria over the next five years. The Constantine Plan was intended to win over Algeria’s 
Muslim population, but the growing hostilities caused it to wither on the vine.

At the end of 1958, General Salan left Algeria and was replaced by General Maurice 
Challe, who won major military victories over the FLN in the opening months of 1959.

Despite these successes, de Gaulle announced in September that Algeria would be 
granted independence. He unveiled a peace plan. This news stunned the settler commu-
nity, which had appealed to the president to preserve French Algeria. For the settlers, 
self-determination meant that they were just being abandoned. De Gaulle’s decision also 
disappointed the military, which was now confident of ultimately prevailing. In January 
1960, the president dismissed General Massu, who had criticized his new approach. In 
response, the settlers staged a general strike and demonstrated in the streets. But de 
Gaulle remained firm and vowed to continue down the path of independence for Algeria.

Three months later, it was General Challe’s turn to be dismissed. In June, de Gaulle 
made a televised address in which he renewed his peace offer to the FLN. Between May 
and July, the French authorities released 3,500 people who had been interned.

A week after de Gaulle’s address to the French people, the FLN’s Provisional 
Government announced its readiness to negotiate. The first talks between French and 
Algerian representatives took place in Melun, near Paris, from 25 to 29 June 1960. The 
talks failed, however, because France demanded that the FLN cease its armed struggle 
during the negotiations, and announced that it intended to engage in dialogue with 
the Algerian National Movement, a rival to the FLN. The FLN had no intention of 
suspending the armed struggle or of sacrificing its status as the sole representative of 
the Algerian people. By September, attacks had resumed with renewed force in Algiers.

De Gaulle travelled to Algeria at the end of 1960. He was cheered by the Algerians 
and booed by the settlers. Clashes between the two communities during his visit 
resulted in over 100 deaths, mostly Algerian.

The French government held a nationwide referendum in January 1961, in which 
voters in France itself massively backed Algerian independence. The FLN instructed 
Algerians not to vote; the settlers, for their part, went to the polls and rejected the very 
principle of independence. Meanwhile, General Salan, having sought refuge in Spain, 
had secretly returned to Algeria. There he took up the leadership of a group of activists 
who sought to keep Algeria French. Among them were a number of military officers 
and Pierre Lagaillarde, former head of the students’ union in Algiers. The group called 
itself the Organisation de l’armée secrète (OAS).
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In late January, de Gaulle gave Georges Pompidou, then a member of France’s 
Constitutional Council, the task of secretly renewing talks with the FLN, this time in 
Switzerland. Two months later, the French government publicly announced that talks 
with the FLN would begin in April in the French Alpine town of Evian. The French 
prime minister, Michel Debré, ordered a unilateral ceasefire in Algeria.

On 22 April 1961, Generals Challe, Salan, Jouhaud and Zeller seized power in 
Algiers and Oran. However, the coup collapsed within 48 hours for lack of support 
from French forces in the country. In France itself, the armed forces and the immense 
majority of the population remained loyal to the government. Eventually, Challe and 
Zeller surrendered, while Salan and Jouhaud went underground.

The April coup did nothing to prevent the resumption of negotiations with the 
FLN, which began in Evian in May. France announced that the ceasefire would be 
extended and 6,000 detained FLN militants released. The negotiators, however, were 
unable to resolve the issues of the Sahara and the rights of the settlers. The talks ended 
in failure on 13 June, barely three weeks after they started. As a result, the FLN resumed 
its attacks in Algeria. The clandestine OAS was carrying out attacks of its own. By 
December, virtually all of Algiers was controlled by the OAS, whose violence had 
destroyed any vestiges of hope that the Algerians could live together with the settlers. 
It also put the French government in an extremely awkward position, as it was under 
increasing pressure to reach an agreement before France itself sank into civil war.

Various secret contacts were made, through the good offices of Swiss diplomacy, in 
Les Rousses, near Geneva. Negotiations with the FLN resumed once again in March 
1962. Less than two weeks later, the Evian Accords were signed. A total ceasefire in 
Algeria went into effect the next day, 19 March.

On 8 April, a referendum to approve the Evian Accords was held in France; the 
vote was overwhelmingly favourable. In the months that followed, French settlers fled 
Algeria en masse. In their turn, Algerians voted on 1 July and almost unanimously 
approved independence, which was proclaimed two days later.

ICRC action
Offers of services

In November 1954, Jacques Chenevière, a member of the ICRC’s Presidential Council, 
travelled to Paris and met with Georges Brouardel, the president of the French Red 
Cross. He described his organization’s experience in Bengal and in Guatemala,2 as well 
as the work of the Commission of Experts, which the ICRC had convened in Geneva 
the previous year to study the question of helping political detainees.3 He pointed out 

2 Magali Herrmann, ‘Le CICR et la Guerre d’Algérie: une guerre sans nom, des prisonniers sans statut 
(1954–1958)’, final-year project for a Bachelor of Arts degree, University of Geneva, 2006.

3 Catherine Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross, 1945 to 1955, ICRC and Georg Editeur, Geneva, 2017, pp. 381–387 and 620–626.



 algerian war (1954–1962) 151

that – above and beyond any material aid – the mere presence of ICRC delegates and 
their visits to detainees in troubled situations such as those in Tunisia and Algeria could 
help ease tensions. Though President Brouardel expressed a great deal of interest, the 
conversation did not lead to any concrete results. But had been purely exploratory in 
nature: the purpose of the conversation was mainly to emphasize the concern that it 
was the ICRC’s duty to show in such situations.4

Meeting later in the month, the Presidential Council decided to instruct William 
Michel, the head of the ICRC’s delegation in Paris, to raise the issue at a well-chosen 
moment with “a highly placed figure of French society whom you know well”.5 The 
Council further decided to prepare, for Michel’s use, a note setting out the ICRC’s 
proposals in general terms. Finally, it was decided to inform Roger Vust,6 the organ-
ization’s stand-by delegate7 in Algeria, of this initiative.

In this key approach to the French government, the ICRC was aided by chance 
circumstance: William Michel and the French prime minister, Pierre Mendès-France, 
had married women who were cousins. They so closely resembled one another that they 
were often taken for sisters. During the Second World War, Mendès-France had been 
forced to seek refuge in Switzerland, where he stayed for a period with Michel and his 
wife before joining the Free French Forces in London.8

Pierre Gaillard, who would become the leading figure in the ICRC’s Algeria oper-
ation, later said that Michel and Mendès-France discussed the North African situation 
when the families met to celebrate Christmas 1954.9 The drawing up of the above-men-
tioned note that was to serve as the basis for detailed discussions required several 
meetings of the Presidential Council. This demonstrates the importance attached by 
the ICRC to the initiative it was taking with the French government. Ultimately the 
organization based the note on the findings of the above-mentioned Commission of 
Experts convened the previous year.10

Pierre Mendès-France officially received William Michel on 31 January 1955. It was 
at this meeting that the ICRC officially offered its services regarding Algeria, Morocco, 

4 ICRC Annual Report 1953, pp. 84–91.
5 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 25 November 1954, p. 3.
6 See p. 67 of this book, footnote 2.
7 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 25 November 1954, p. 3.
8 Interview by François Bugnion of William Michel’s son, Christian Michel, 7 March 2008.
9 ICRC Archives, Histoire orale du CICR, interview with Pierre Gaillard, May–July 1992, transcrip-

tion, pp. 99–100. Pierre Gaillard was born in 1918 in Geneva, and held degrees in law and public 
international law. He joined the ICRC in 1941, becoming part of the Delegations Division in 1949. 
He began to work for the Middle East and North Africa section in 1952, serving as delegate-general 
for the Middle East (1951–1952), deputy director for the Middle East, Africa and Latin America, 
head of the Dissemination and Documentation Division, and assistant director of the Department 
of Principles and Law. Between 1946 and 1974, he carried out missions to Palestine (1948–1949), 
Algeria (head of mission, 1955–1962), Congo (head of mission, 1960), Yemen (1962-1963), and the 
Middle East generally for the Six-Day War (1967).

10 ICRC, Commission of Experts for the Examination of the Question of Assistance to Political Detainees 
(Geneva, 9–11 June 1953), ICRC, Geneva, 1953.
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and Tunisia. Michel described the organization’s traditional activities in such situations 
and pointed out the advantages for the French authorities. At Mendès-France’s request, 
Michel formally confirmed the offer of ICRC services in a letter dated 1 February:

Sir,

Allow me to thank you once again for the meeting you granted me on 31 January last. It 
was an honour to describe to you the issues of concern to the International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC) regarding North Africa.

I informed you of the various steps taken by the International Committee since 1952 with a 
view to enabling it to fulfil its strictly humanitarian mandate in those territories.

The International Committee is today duty-bound to draw the kind attention of the 
French Government to its previous offers of services and to inform it of the steps that would 
need taking to enable the ICRC to carry out the following activities in Algeria, Morocco 
and Tunisia:

1. Provide the ICRC with the names of all those arrested in connection with the events 
(sentenced detainees, remand detainees, and people detained on the grounds of suspicion). 
In addition, the ICRC feels that the detainees’ families should – where this is not already 
the case – be informed of their detention as soon as possible.

2. Allow the ICRC to visit the places of internment and of detention where the above-men-
tioned people are being held, it being understood that the purpose of those visits would 
be strictly limited to treatment and conditions and would in no way concern the reasons 
for them being held. It would be desirable that during these visits the ICRC delegate 
be allowed to speak privately with the detainees. It goes without saying that, if there 
were any grounds for doing so, the delegate would apprise the detaining authorities of 
his observations.

3. Facilitate – and probably organize, in conjunction with the French Red Cross – the 
forwarding of correspondence between the detainees and their families and possibly the 
Red Cross itself. This correspondence may be written, for example, on special Red Cross 
forms, which have been in use in various countries for many years and the content of 
which is of a purely private, family nature.

4. Study the need for and if established, carry out, a distribution to the detainees of material 
aid and items of intellectual interest, doubtless in conjunction with the French Red Cross.

5. Study the need for and if established, carry out, a distribution of aid to the families of 
people detained or interned in connection with the events. Many of these families have 
been deprived of their natural source of support and may be facing serious difficulty.

Naturally the ICRC’s work would, as always, be purely humanitarian in nature and would 
not be publicized by the organization. We believe it would have a beneficial effect, as ex-
perience has shown us time and again.
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The International Committee believes that a degree of urgency attends this request and it is 
my earnest hope that you will consider it favourably.

Please accept, Sir, the assurance of my highest consideration.

W. H. Michel11

The next day, Mendès-France replied to Michel’s letter as follows:

Dear Mr Michel,

Thank you for your letter of 1 February in which you confirm the requests that you made to 
me orally on 31 January regarding the matters in North Africa of concern to the International 
Committee of the Red Cross.

I have carefully studied your various requests. Please find below the decisions, set out point 
by point, that have been taken by the Government:

1. For obvious reasons of public order, the French Government cannot reveal the 
names of those arrested in connection with the events in North Africa. Moreover, 
a list of names would be of little use to you because it would frequently change, 
since most of those concerned are quickly released, while others may be charged. 
For the same reason, I am unable to reveal to you the identity of the families concerned. 
Contrary to what appears to be implied in your letter, the families of detainees are 
unfailingly informed of the arrest and of the place of detention of those whom the police 
or judicial authorities feel they should keep under arrest.

2. The French Government is willing to allow representatives of your Committee 
to go to Algeria and Morocco and to visit the places of detention, provided that 
the purpose of these visits is, as you yourself suggest, strictly limited to treat-
ment and conditions. The Government will issue instructions making it possible 
for your delegates, should they so wish, to speak privately with the detainees. 
I think that your delegates will be sure after their visits to inform the Government of 
any observations. It seems to me that the stay of your delegates in Algeria and Morocco 
should be limited and should not exceed one month.

3. You suggest that correspondence between the detainees and their families should be 
facilitated. While grateful to you for making this suggestion, I must point out that it 
serves no purpose since, as your delegates will learn during their visits, rules already exist 
allowing the detainees to send and receive letters and these rules are inspired by the same 
humanitarian spirit that prompts your suggestion.

4. I would be grateful if you would describe in greater detail what you are proposing in 
point 4 of your letter concerning the distribution of material aid and items of intellectual 

11 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (3), letters from William Michel, head of the ICRC delegation in France, 
to Pierre Mendès France, president of the Council of Ministers, 1 February 1955.
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interest. It goes without saying that the French authorities are prepared to receive and 
distribute to the detainees any aid the Red Cross wishes to provide.

5. The French authorities are at your disposal for any suggestions you may have for helping 
the families of detainees and internees. For my part, I would be happy if you wish to 
expand on this subject.

I have noted your affirmation that the International Committee’s activities in North Africa 
will not be publicized. This is indeed a prerequisite for the ICRC’s work having the beneficial 
effect you expect of it while not having any adverse consequences from our perspective.

I am dispatching copies of this letter to France’s Resident Minister in Rabat and its Governor-
General in Algiers. Please contact them directly to discuss practical procedures and details.

Yours sincerely,

P. Mendès-France12

The near-immediate reply from the prime minister suggests that the two men had 
agreed on both substance and form at their meeting of 31 January. The ICRC’s archives 
shed no light on the question of why Mendès-France agreed to delegates working in 
Algeria and Morocco but made no mention of Tunisia, whereas William Michel had 
mentioned all three in his letter of the previous day.

This correspondence is likewise silent on the key question of how the situation 
in Algeria should be categorized in legal terms. The preparatory note drawn up by 
the ICRC’s Presidential Council was entitled “Internal disturbances”.13 Thus, two 
months after the first attacks had been carried out in Algeria, the ICRC clearly felt it 
was acting in the capacity set out for it in Article VI, paragraph 5 of the Statutes of 
the International Red Cross, as revised by the 18th International Conference of the 
Red Cross (Toronto, 1952),14 and was not assuming the role set out for it in common 
Article 3 in the event of a non-international armed conflict.

There is no mystery about the reasons for this. A week after the violence erupted, 
the French minister for the interior, François Mitterrand, declared “Algeria is part of 
France!” Mendès-France echoed this several days later, saying “An Algerian secession 
from France is inconceivable.”

12 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (3), letter from Pierre Mendès France, 2 February 1955.
13 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, “Troubles intérieurs, aide-mémoire approuvé par la séance de Présidence 

du 16 décembre 1954”, appended to the minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 16 December 
1954; B AG 012 004, “Troubles intérieurs”, 31 December 1954.

14 “As a neutral institution whose humanitarian work is carried out particularly in time of war, civil 
war, or internal strife, [the ICRC] endeavours at all times to ensure the protection of and assistance 
to military and civilian victims of such conflicts and of their direct results”: Art. VI, para. 5, Statutes 
of the International Red Cross adopted by the International Conference of the Red Cross at the 
Hague in 1928 and revised in Toronto in 1952, Handbook of the International Red Cross, 10th ed., 
International Committee of the Red Cross / League of Red Cross Societies, Geneva, pp. 305–311, 
in particular p. 308.
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It was therefore politically impossible for the French government to recognize the 
existence of a non-international armed conflict within the framework of common 
Article 3. Like practically all governments confronted with an armed insurrection, the 
French government began by denying that there was an armed conflict and claiming 
that it would deal with the situation by using the police and applying criminal law – this 
despite having immediately dispatched massive military reinforcements to Algeria.

It took the French government another 18 months – during which the armed 
struggle spread across most of Algeria – to acknowledge the existence of an armed 
conflict to which common Article 3 was applicable.

For the time being, the French were allowing the ICRC to send delegates to Algeria 
and Morocco, where they could visit places of detention and interview detainees in 
private. For the ICRC, this was the most important thing. The exchange of letters in 
early 1955 thus marked the beginning of ICRC action in Algeria. It was on the basis 
of the limits set by the prime minister that the organization continued to work; at least 
it remained on that basis until the summer of 1956.

Only four days after writing his letter to the ICRC, Mendès-France fell from 
office in the wake of an intrigue organized by René Mayer, member of parliament for 
Constantine and main spokesman for the settlers in the corridors of power. Mendès-
France’s successor, Edgar Faure, did nothing to imperil the agreement with the ICRC, 
whose delegates were now able to go to the scene.

Initial ICRC activities

Visiting detainees was the principal aspect of the ICRC’s work. All visits followed 
the same pattern. The delegates first contacted the local French authorities and drew 
up a list of places to visit and planned together with a liaison officer exactly where 
they would go and when. Once at the place of detention – an internment camp or 
a prison – the delegates met with the commander, then visited the premises (dormi-
tories or cells, kitchens, sanitary facilities, lock-ups, etc.) and spoke in private with the 
detainees of their choice. These private conversations were crucial, for it was usually 
only then that the delegates heard about any ill-treatment. An ICRC doctor took part 
in these conversations. He checked the detainee’s health and, where applicable, detected 
any traces of ill-treatment inflicted. At the end of the visit, the delegates had a closing 
discussion with the commander during which they presented their observations and 
made any recommendations they found useful. This pattern was the same one that the 
ICRC had followed since the First World War.15

When the visit was over, the delegates drew up a report setting out their findings in 
detail and listing any recommendations they had made to the detaining authorities to 
improve treatment and/or conditions. Their report was sent to ICRC headquarters in 

15 On ICRC visits to detainees, see François Bugnion, The International Committee of the Red Cross 
and the Protection of War Victims, Macmillan, Oxford, 2003, pp. 90–96, 179–182 and 580–687.
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Geneva, which forwarded it to the French government with a cover letter drawing the 
government’s attention to recommendations and, when relevant, to cases of ill-treat-
ment detected by the delegates.

If needed, the ICRC arranged for material aid to be distributed to the detainees.
The first team of delegates to visit detainees was composed of William Michel, the 

head of the ICRC’s delegation in Paris, Pierre Gaillard and Jean-Pierre Maunoir. They 
spent five weeks in Morocco in February and March 1955. They visited places where 
Algerians were being interned. In accordance with the agreement, they were allowed 
to speak in private with the detainees of their choice. In all, they visited 41 places that 
held a total of about 2,000 people.

From mid-March to mid-April, delegates also visited prisons in Algeria, but there 
they faced great difficulties. Most of those detained there in connection with the events 
were charged and awaiting trial. The investigating judges therefore had great power 
over their detention. The ICRC had to obtain authorization from the judges for each 
visit. This proved to be a long and gruelling process, especially since some judges were 
unwilling to allow delegates to talk in private with detainees during the period when 
they were under interrogation. The delegates nevertheless managed to visit 43 places 
of detention. The ICRC forwarded the resulting reports to the French government.16

Contacts with the French authorities and rebel leaders

As the situation in Algeria continually worsened in the second half of 1955, the ICRC 
made fresh approaches to the French government with a view to dispatching a second 
on-site mission.17 Simultaneously, it strove to make contact with people close to the 
Algerian nationalists and to draw their attention to the universal obligation to respect 
the basic provisions of humanitarian law.18

Finally, in February 1956, David de Traz in Cairo managed to make contact with 
FLN representatives there. He informed them about ICRC activities in Algeria and 
urged them to ensure that their forces respected the basic principles of the Geneva 
Conventions, in particular those set out in common Article 3.19

Meanwhile, William Michel, the head of the Paris delegation, also met with an 
FLN representative.20

16 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (12), report on visits by ICRC delegates to detainees in Morocco and 
Algeria (23 February–18 April 1955).

17 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (3), report on a meeting between the technical adviser of Prime Minister 
Edgar Faure and ICRC Executive Director Roger Gallopin, 27 August 1955; B AG 200 (3), report 
on a meeting between Faure’s technical adviser and William Michel, 2 September 1955; B AG 200 
(3), “Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et les événements de l’Afrique du Nord”, January 1956, 
note No. 1, D. 425.

18 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (3), note from Pierre Gaillard, 5 September 1955.
19 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (3), message from David de Traz to the ICRC, 16 February 1956.
20 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (3), note from William Michel, 16 February 1956.
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In late February, the FLN’s Cairo office sent de Traz a letter signed by Mohamed 
Khider for the FLN itself and by Ahmed Ben Bella for its armed wing. Both under-
took to implement the provisions of the Geneva Conventions in connection with 
French prisoners “provided that the Government of the French Republic acts in a 
reciprocal manner”.21

This proviso was of prime importance since France did not recognize the Geneva 
Conventions’ applicability to the Algerian conflict. These Conventions concern inter-
national armed conflict and, for France, the Algerian conflict was a non-international 
conflict to which only common Article 3 need be applied. Article 3 reads as follows:

In the case of armed conflict not of an international character occurring in the territory of 
one of the High Contracting Parties, each Party to the conflict shall be bound to apply, as a 
minimum, the following provisions:

(1) Persons taking no active part in the hostilities, including members of armed forces who 
have laid down their arms and those placed hors de combat by sickness, wounds, deten-
tion, or any other cause, shall in all circumstances be treated humanely, without any 
adverse distinction founded on race, colour, religion or faith, sex, birth or wealth, or any 
other similar criteria.

 To this end, the following acts are and shall remain prohibited at any time and in any 
place whatsoever with respect to the above-mentioned persons:
(a) violence to life and person, in particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, cruel treat-

ment and torture;
(b) taking of hostages;
(c) outrages upon personal dignity, in particular humiliating and degrading treatment;
(d) the passing of sentences and the carrying out of executions without previous judgment 

pronounced by a regularly constituted court, affording all the judicial guarantees 
which are recognized as indispensable by civilized peoples.

(2) The wounded and sick shall be collected and cared for.

An impartial humanitarian body, such as the International Committee of the Red Cross, 
may offer its services to the Parties to the conflict.

The Parties to the conflict should further endeavour to bring into force, by means of special 
agreements, all or part of the other provisions of the present Convention.

The application of the preceding provisions shall not affect the legal status of the Parties to 
the conflict.

21 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (12), letter from the Algerian delegation in Cairo to David de Traz, 
23 February 1956.
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In fact, it was only in June 1956 that France, in the person of Prime Minister Guy 
Mollet, acknowledged officially that common Article 3 was applicable to the situ-
ation in Algeria. The FLN – which sought to promote the view that the conflict was 
international in scope – demanded the application of all four Geneva Conventions.

This was an important distinction, especially as regards each combatant’s individual 
responsibility. In an international armed conflict, the soldier is viewed as an instrument 
of the State. Provided he has complied with the laws and customs of war, he bears no 
individual responsibility for having taken part in the conflict. In non-international 
armed conflict, however, the State reserves the right to use criminal law to suppress a 
rebellion, and a rebel can be prosecuted for taking up arms. While it is true that this 
provides the State with substantial means of repression, it may also erase the distinction 
between combatants who respect the laws and customs of war and those who do not.

In addition, it will almost inevitably lead to a vicious circle of reprisal and coun-
ter-reprisal: the insurgents, who no longer recognize the validity of the legal system of 
the State against which they are fighting, will consider each conviction in the courts 
as a new injustice and every execution as a murder.

In an attempt to break the deadlock, the ICRC sought protection – equivalent to 
what would be provided by the Third Geneva Convention in an international armed 
conflict – for FLN fighters who had been captured during combat with French forces. 
The ICRC’s goal was to prompt the French authorities to forego prosecuting fighters 
captured while bearing their weapons openly.

New detention visits

At the beginning of 1956, the ICRC had still not received permission from the French 
government to send delegates back to Algeria. ICRC President Boissier therefore trav-
elled in late March to Paris, where he met with Prime Minister Mollet. Mollet agreed to 
new detention visits in Algeria.22 In a letter dated 6 April, Mollet informed the ICRC 
that the French government agreed to a new series of visits and set out the purpose of 
those visits as follows:

1. The International Committee of the Red Cross may visit the accommodation and sep-
aration camps in which administrative internees have been gathered.

2. The ICRC may visit places of detention holding people who have been charged in connec-
tion with the events. In accordance with accepted practice, ICRC delegates will be allowed 
to speak privately with the people specified in paragraph 1 and the present paragraph.

3. If needed, the ICRC may organize a distribution to the detainees of material aid and 
items of intellectual interest.

22 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 29 March 1956.
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4. The ICRC may propose to the French authorities any further humanitarian action that 
appears suitable.

This permission was granted subject to the following stipulations:

A. The delegates’ work must not take the form of an investigation but must be strictly 
humanitarian in nature, with the exception of any questions required to clarify the 
legal situation of those concerned.

B. Any distributions must be carried out by organizations approved by the French government.

C. The ICRC delegates’ observations and conclusions may be conveyed to the French au-
thorities only. They may under no circumstances be rendered public.23

This letter locked the ICRC into a relatively narrow framework for its delegates’ 
work. Still, this framework was substantially broader than the requirements of 
common Article 3.

Thus, for six weeks in May and June 1956, five delegates (Claude Pilloud,24 René 
Bovey, Pierre Gaillard and two doctors: Louis-Alexis Gailland and Hans Willener) 
visited 61 places of internment and detention across Algerian territory. As had been 
the case during the previous visits, they were allowed to speak with the detainees in 
private. These conversations sometimes brought to their attention the existence of other 
camps, the “screening and transit centres”, that were run by the military. Prisoners 
sometimes remained there for several months, undergoing interrogation that frequently 
amounted to torture. The delegates tried to get permission to visit these centres, which 
were situated in many different military sectors, each of which was under the command 
of a different military officer. This naturally greatly complicated the ICRC’s efforts.

The organization did not publicize its work in Algeria but Guy Mollet himself men-
tioned it in a public speech in Paris, noting that in accordance with common Article 3, 
the French government had allowed ICRC delegates to visit places of internment and 
detention in Algeria.25

23 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (12), letter from Prime Minister Guy Mollet to the ICRC, 6 April 1956.
24 Claude Pilloud (1913–1984) was a lawyer from Fribourg. He joined the ICRC in 1940 as a delegate 

in France, then participated in the 17th International Conference of the Red Cross (Stockholm, 
1948) as head of the Legal Division. He then became director of the Department of Principles 
and Law, playing an important role at the diplomatic conference that adopted the 1977 Protocols 
additional to the Geneva Conventions. He also worked as a field delegate in Algeria and Morocco 
(1956–1957), as well as Congo (1960–1961).

25 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (12), ICRC mission in Algeria, May–June 1956, report presented to 
Prime Minister Guy Mollet; B AG 251 (12), note from Pierre Boissier, ICRC delegate in France, to 
the ICRC, 26 June 1956. RICR, No. 452, August 1956, pp. 441–442. Statement from the Prime 
Minister, 23 June 1958, quoted by Jean Siotis, Le Droit de la guerre et les conflits armés d’un caractère 
non international, Librairie générale de Droit et de Jurisprudence, Paris, 1958, p. 211. Interviews 
with Pierre Gaillard by Françoise Perret, January–February 1992. See the Journal de Genève of 24 
June 1956.
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Mollet’s statement marked an important change in the public position of the French 
government. Until then, despite the growing deployment of French forces and fierce 
fighting in the mountainous parts of Algeria, France had refused to recognize the exist-
ence of an armed conflict and the law of war’s applicability – even in the rudimentary 
form of common Article 3 – to the events in Algeria.

For two weeks in October and November, Pierre Gaillard and Louis-Alexis Gailland 
travelled again to Algeria. This time they visited six internment camps.

Fresh contacts with the FLN

While working for the welfare of Algerian militants in French hands, the ICRC was 
also endeavouring to maintain its dialogue with North African political figures, espe-
cially with a view to aiding French soldiers and civilians in rebel hands. It instructed 
David de Traz to pursue this goal with FLN representatives in Cairo.26 De Traz there-
fore wrote to Mohamed Khider in April to inform him of the ICRC’s new detention 
visits in Algeria, and to request lists of prisoners held by the FLN and permission for 
the ICRC to visit them.27

In response, de Traz was received by Ahmed Ben Bella six weeks later at the FLN 
office in Cairo. Ben Bella told him that the conditions in which FLN combatants 
were fighting in Algeria – nowhere to withdraw to, constantly on the move, constantly 
looking for makeshift shelter – made such visits impossible.28

Nor did the FLN give the ICRC lists of French people it was holding. Thus, ICRC 
attempts to aid the FLN’s prisoners seemed for the moment to have failed.

The ICRC then decided to contact the FLN representatives in Morocco. De Traz 
informed Khider, who approved of this initiative and gave him a letter of introduction 
to an FLN representative in Tangiers.29 As a result, de Traz travelled to Morocco the 
following October. Meanwhile, another ICRC delegate in Cairo, Edmond Müller, 
continued the ICRC’s dialogue with FLN representatives, who once again gave the 
ICRC reason to hope that it would soon be able to visit prisoners held by the FLN.30

De Traz went first to Tangiers, then Tétouan, where he met with FLN leaders. They 
promised that he would be able to see FLN prisoners as soon as they had been brought 
onto Moroccan territory – within a month or two.

However, as mentioned above, on 22 October 1956 an aircraft transporting the 
five major FLN leaders from Morocco to Tunis was intercepted by the French air 
force and the five were incarcerated in France. The ICRC thus lost key FLN contacts. 
Nevertheless, negotiations with the FLN were not completely disrupted since the ICRC 

26 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (12), letter from Roger Gallopin to David de Traz, 10 April 1956.
27 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (12), letter from David de Traz to Mohamed Khider, 24 April 1956.
28 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (12), letter from Cairo delegate Edmond Müller to the ICRC, 7 June 

1956.
29 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (12), note from Jean-Pierre Maunoir, 3 October 1956.
30 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (12), notes from Edmond Müller to the ICRC, 10 and 17 October 1956.
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took immediate steps to gain access to the five: by means of prison visits, it continued 
its dialogue with top FLN figures.

So it was that in December, ICRC delegate Pierre Boissier31 met Ahmed Ben Bella 
in the Prison de la Santé in Paris. Ben Bella told him that he believed an ICRC visit 
to prisoners held by the FLN on Moroccan territory would be possible.

In March 1957, Claude Pilloud met with FLN leaders in Morocco and gave them a 
consignment of medical supplies worth Sfr 10,000. He again tried to obtain approval 
for visits to FLN-held prisoners, either in Morocco or in Algeria, and received certain 
assurances. The ICRC therefore sent Jean-Pierre Schoenholzer32 and Dr Jean-Pierre 
Othenin-Girard to Morocco the following month to endeavour to visit FLN prisoners. 
However, when at the end of May the visits had still not taken place, they returned 
to Geneva. The ICRC nevertheless maintained contact with FLN representatives, 
particularly in Cairo, Morocco, and Tunisia, and made several suggestions on how 
best to enhance compliance with the basic provisions of humanitarian law, particularly 
common Article 3.33

New ICRC activities in Algeria (1957–1958)

In May and June 1957, and in November and February 1958, Pierre Gaillard and 
Louis-Alexis Gailland visited 115 internment camps and detention facilities in Algeria. 
They travelled throughout the territory and, taking advantage of contacts made with 
the military authorities and the confidence eventually won, were able to negotiate the 
granting of a special status to combatants captured while carrying weapons openly. 
The discussions that led to this status –conducted mainly by Pierre Gaillard, with 
support from the ICRC’s Legal Division – took place over several months with various 
ministries in Paris and with the military high command in Algiers.

Finally, in March 1958, General Raoul Salan, commander-in-chief of French 
forces in Algeria, ordered the creation of special camps for FLN fighters who had been 
captured while bearing arms openly. The link between the rebels’ conduct in battle 
and their situation if captured emerge clearly from this directive. Under the heading 
“General points”, Salan’s directive made the following points:

31 Pierre Boissier (1920–1974) was from Geneva and held a degree in law. He became an ICRC delegate 
in France in 1946. In 1952, he began writing the first volume of the history of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross: From Solferino to Tsushima, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1963. 
He served as a legal adviser in Cyprus (1964), Israel (1967), Jordan (1970), Lebanon (1971) and Delhi 
(1972). In 1973, he was elected a member of the ICRC.

32 Jean-Pierre Schoenholzer (1914–1964) was from Thurgau and held a degree in law. He worked as a 
field delegate in Morocco (1957), Cuba (1958), Indonesia (1959), Congo (1960) and south-eastern 
Europe; he died suddenly in 1964, while working in Cyprus.

33 ICRC Archives, B AG 210 (12-51), report on a meeting between Pierre Boissier and Ahmed Ben 
Bella, 11 December 1956; B AG 200 (12), “Le CICR et les événements d’Afrique du Nord – Résumé 
chronologique”, 27 June 1957.
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20.  Algerian War, February 1958. Visiting prisoners at the Oranie camp. 
 © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P DZ-N-00013-06)

19.  Algerian War, February 1958. Visiting prisoners at the Oranie camp. 
 © ICRC (ICRC/CID, V P DZ-N-00015-07)
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Rebels cornered in combat very often display a dogged perseverance that results in their death. 
This tenacity is less the manifestation of a spirit of sacrifice for a cause considered sacred than 
it is the result of effective psychological preparation. Prisoner interrogations show that the 
mujahedeen have it drilled into them during training that they face grave dangers if they 
surrender, that French troops will first torture, then kill them or, at best, bring them before 
courts that will automatically condemn them to death. Cuttings from certain French and 
foreign newspapers have been widely quoted by rebel and foreign radio stations, and have 
had the effect of strongly backing up this propaganda. This maintains a level of fear that 
gives their units a fighting spirit we must absolutely dampen as much as possible in order to 
reduce our own losses. One way to do this is to guarantee prisoners the most lenient possible 
treatment and to ensure that this fact is widely known.34

General Salan therefore ordered that military camps be set up for the internment of 
rebels captured while carrying weapons openly. Though stressing that these internees 
should not be considered prisoners of war, he ordered that their detention regime 
should correspond de facto to that of prisoners of war. As military-run facilities, “mili-
tary discipline shall reign in the camps, with special emphasis on prohibiting any acts 
or words that could be interpreted as an affront to the prisoners’ dignity.” Finally, the 
directive instructed the authorities to abandon their practice of systematically bringing 
to trial all FLN members captured while bearing arms: “They shall on no account be 
brought before a court, except for those who have committed depredations or show 
such fanaticism as to jeopardize a change for the better in the thinking of the prisoners 
with whom they live.”35

This directive was of inestimable importance. It had the effect of placing the fighting 
in Algeria within the framework of the law of armed conflict, and thus no longer only 
that of French criminal law, which the Algerian nationalists refused to recognize. 
Naturally, General Salan phrased it in terms of his own task: military effectiveness. 
Nevertheless, setting up such internment camps also represented the culmination of 
longstanding ICRC efforts in both Algiers and Paris to have special status – analogous 
to the Third Geneva Convention (for prisoners of war) – accorded to combatants 
captured while openly carrying their weapons. The aim – by drawing a distinction 
between combatants who openly bore arms and those who carried out attacks intended 
to spread terror among civilians – was to induce the FLN to comply with the laws and 
customs of war. More generally, it was a matter of placing the Algerian war in the only 
legal framework capable of limiting the violence: humanitarian law.

34 For General Salan’s full instructions of 19 March 1958, see p. 185.
35 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (12), Army High Command, 10th Military Region, note of 19 March 1958. 

ICRC, The ICRC and the Algerian Conflict, ICRC, Geneva, 1962, p. 7. In a subsequent directive dated 
23 March 1958, General Salan corrected the terminology of the directive of 19 March 1958, substi-
tuting the expression “camps militaires d’internés” (military camps for internees) for the expression 
“camps d’internés militaires” (camps for military internees). This terminological clarification reflected 
the concerns of the French authorities of the High Command to avoid any expression that could 
be interpreted as conferring prisoner-of-war status on fighters captured while openly bearing arms.
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In December 1958, Gaillard and Gailland returned to Algeria for a new round of 
visits, this time to 16 detention sites. They visited two military internment centres. 
While they were there, the military released 10 Algerian fighters.

In the same period, two other delegates, William Michel and Jean-Pierre Maunoir, 
visited Algerians arrested in France and held at the Vadenay administrative centre.36 In 
March, June, and November 1959, delegates visited four internment camps in France 
and prisons in Paris and elsewhere, including Fort Liédot, on the island of Aix, where 
they saw FLN leaders Ahmed Ben Bella, Hocine Ait Ahmed and Mohamed Khider.

Setting up the Algerian Red Crescent

When David de Traz went to Morocco in October 1956, his contacts told him of the 
FLN’s decision to set up an Algerian Red Crescent. On 10 January 1957, the FLN 
newspaper Résistance algérienne announced the founding of a Red Crescent Society. 
In March, the new organization’s president, Omar Boukli Hacène (who had met 
with Claude Pilloud in Morocco) requested official recognition from the ICRC. The 
following month, the ICRC informed him that it could not recognize the Algerian 
Red Crescent since the organization did not meet the conditions for recognition as 
approved by the 17th International Conference of the Red Cross (Stockholm, 1948), 
particularly the condition that a National Society carry out its activities on the terri-
tory of an independent State bearing its name.37 However, the ICRC said that it was 
prepared to maintain a working relationship with the Algerian Red Crescent for the 
purpose of carrying out humanitarian action.38

In May, Ferhat Abbas, a member of the National Council of the Algerian Revolution, 
came to ICRC headquarters to formally name Djilali Ben Tami as the Algerian Red 

36 ICRC Annual Report 1956, pp. 43–44; ICRC Annual Report 1958, pp. 7-9. RICR, Supplement, 
Vol. X, No. 8, August 1957, pp. 145–146; Vol. XI, No. 3, March 1958, p. 80; Vol XI, No. 8, August 
1958, pp. 173–176; Vol XII, No. 1, January 1959, pp. 17–18. RICR, No. 482, February 1959, 
pp. 68–70.

37 Under the Statutes of the International Red Cross as adopted by the 18th International Conference 
of the Red Cross (Toronto, 1952), the ICRC is responsible for recognizing any newly created or 
reconstituted National Society that fulfils the conditions for recognition in force. The first of these 
conditions, specified by the 17th International Conference, stipulates that a National Society 
applying for admission must have been set up in the territory of an independent State that is bound 
by the Geneva Conventions (Seventeenth International Conference of the Red Cross, Stockholm, 
20–30 August 1948: Report, Swedish Red Cross, Stockholm, 1948, p. 89). The ICRC is bound by the 
conditions for recognition adopted by the International Conference. Its role is like that of a notary: 
ensuring that the conditions have been truly fulfilled. However, the ICRC is always prepared to work, 
on a pragmatic basis, with any Red Cross or Red Crescent Society that respects the Fundamental 
Principles of the Movement, whether or not that National Society has been formally recognized.

38 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (126), mission report of David de Traz, 25 October 1956; B AG 122 
(12), letter from the ICRC to Omar Boukli Hacène, 29 April 1957; B AG 200 (12), note by David 
de Traz, 30 July 1957.
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Crescent’s official liaison to the ICRC. While refusing formal accreditation on the 
grounds that the National Society had not yet been recognized, the ICRC never-
theless agreed to correspond with a certain Dr Ben Tami for all matters concerning 
the Algerian Red Crescent. But that organization did not accept the ICRC’s refusal 
to recognize it and, in June, sent the ICRC a letter in which it strongly objected.39

In the following months, the Algerian Red Crescent stepped up the pressure, 
demanding to be allowed to take part in the 19th International Conference of the 
Red Cross, which was to be held in New Delhi in October and November. It was not 
invited. However, the suffering of the Algerian people was discussed at length at that 
Conference, and was the subject of a resolution (see below).

Aid for Algerian refugees in Morocco and Tunisia

As soon as Morocco achieved independence in March 1956, Algerian civilians – mostly 
women, children, and elderly people – began arriving across the border. They were 
seeking refuge from the fighting itself or from internment by the French.

These refugees had usually had to flee their homes hurriedly, taking very little with 
them. As a result, it was not long before they were in desperate need of aid. In the spring 
of 1957, ICRC delegates travelled along the Moroccan-Algerian border and estimated 
that there were 40,000 widely dispersed refugees.

Partly because of the donations it was receiving from a number of National Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the ICRC decided to launch a relief operation. With 
the Moroccan authorities’ consent, delegates regularly distributed food and clothing.

Algerian civilians were fleeing into Tunisia as well, which had also been inde-
pendent since March 1956. In June 1957, the Tunisian authorities and the Tunisian 
Red Crescent requested the ICRC’s help. The ICRC delegate dispatched to the scene 
estimated that there were 5,000 refugees near the border. In mid-August, the ICRC 
joined the Tunisian Red Crescent in distributing food, clothing, and blankets.40

The 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, meeting in New Delhi in late 
1957, discussed the plight of Algerian refugees in Tunisia and Morocco. It unanimously 
adopted the following resolution:

The XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross,

considering the situation of National Societies which have not been granted adequate facil-
ities by their Governments to accomplish their missions such as:

(a) the granting of rapid visas and travel facilities to Red Cross personnel going on official duty 
in a foreign country with the agreement of the National Society of the country concerned;

39 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (12), “Le CICR et les événements d’Afrique du Nord – Résumé 
chronologique”, 27 June 1957; B AG 200 (12), note by Claude Pilloud, 23 May 1957.

40 RICR, Supplement, Vol. X, No. 10, October 1957, pp. 197–199.
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(b) rapid transfer from one country to another of funds for Red Cross work;
(c) rapid movement free of charge of Red Cross medical and other relief supplies for dis-

aster needs;
(d) exemption from custom duties and other duties on Red Cross relief supplies;

(e) exemption from taxes on fund-raising schemes in aid of disaster relief;

urges National Societies once again to bring this matter to the notice of their Governments 
indicating to them the benefits already granted to a large number of National Societies and 
to request from their Governments that similar facilities be accorded to enable the Societies 
effectively to discharge their duties in disaster relief.41

A month after the Conference ended, the ICRC and the League of Red Cross Societies 
launched a joint appeal for aid to Algerian refugees in Morocco and Tunisia.42

During the winter of 1957–1958, aided by the Tunisian authorities and the Tunisian 
Red Crescent, the ICRC and the League distributed relief to Algerians in Tunisia along 
the border. The relief had been gathered by the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees. When the French air force bombed Saqiet Sidi Youssef on 8 February 
1958, a distribution was under way there and the ICRC trucks involved were damaged. 
Given the disproportionate nature of the ICRC’s purely material losses as against the 
losses, including deaths, sustained by the Tunisian population, the ICRC decided not 
to demand compensation from the French government, but the latter paid a sum of 
money nevertheless.

From March on, the Tunisian Red Crescent, in conjunction with the League, took 
over responsibility for this relief.

Throughout 1958, the ICRC continued relief distributions to Algerian refugees 
in Morocco. As of December, distributions were carried out by the Moroccan Red 
Crescent in conjunction with the League.43

41 Resolution XI, Nineteenth International Conference of the Red Cross, New Delhi, October–November 
1957: Report, Indian Red Cross, New Delhi, 1958, p. 153.

42 “Appeal from the International Red Cross: International aid to Algerian refugees”, Press release 
No. 634b, joint press release by the ICRC and the League, 12 December 1957.

43 Resolution XI of the New Delhi Conference, ICRC Annual Report 1957, pp. 27–33; ICRC Annual 
Report 1958, pp. 85–86; ICRC Annual Report 1959, pp. 10–12. RICR, No. 470, February 1958, 
pp. 85–86; No. 473, May 1958, pp. 278–280; No. 482, February 1959, pp. 70–73; No. 486, June 
1959, pp. 308–309. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XI, No. 3, March 1958, pp. 69–70; Vol. XI, No. 8, 
August 1958, p. 177–180; Vol. XIII, No. 2, February 1960, pp. 35–36. ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, 
minutes of the Committee’s plenary sessions of 13 February, 6 March and 1 January 1958, and 3 
June 1959.
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21.  Algeria, October 1959. Kenadsa Screening Center (Centre de tri), ICRC delegate Pierre Gaillard 
discussing with a group of internees.  © ICRC (ICRC/CID, V-P-DZ-N-00034-28A)

22.  Algerian War, 1958. Visiting refugees in Goulimine, Morocco. 
 © ICRC/M. Vauthier (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P HIST-E-01047)
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23.  Algerian War, July 1956. French Red Cross mobile dispensary visits shantytown 
outside Algiers.  © Croix-Rouge française/J. Ruyer (ICRC/CID, V P DZ-N-00032-06)

24.  Algerian War, February 1958. Delegates oversee distribution of relief parcels 
from the Egyptian Red Crescent sent to refugees in Boubeker, Morocco. 
 © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P MA-N-00016-02)



 algerian war (1954–1962) 169

Aid for people displaced within Algeria

Since 1957, delegates had been allowed to distribute limited emergency relief to people 
displaced within Algeria.44

In the summer of 1958, the ICRC estimated that one million people in Algeria had 
fled their homes. The French Red Cross had teams of nurses travelling the territory and 
doing their best to help people in need, especially children. The ICRC supported this 
initiative by furnishing the French Red Cross with food, clothing and medical items. 
Its delegates regularly helped distribute relief to the needy.

In January 1960, and again in November and December of that year, ICRC dele-
gates returned to Algeria to join the French Red Cross in organizing relief distributions 
in the internment camps known officially as centres de regroupement. These distributions 
continued in 1961 and 1962.45 Whenever they were in Algeria, delegates accompanied 
the nurses to internment centres throughout Algerian territory. The nurses travelled 
in Red Cross trucks fitted out as dispensaries. During each visit, they also distributed 
ICRC-supplied relief. The distributions increased steadily in an attempt to keep pace 
with the ever-growing number of displaced people. By 1962, there were an estimated 
2.2 million people – mostly women and children – spread out through some 2,000 
camps. By then, a quarter of the indigenous population of Algeria had been interned.

FLN detainees released

In early 1958, ICRC delegates were allowed for the first time to visit people held pris-
oner by the FLN. The delegates, Jean de Preux and Georg Hoffmann, travelled from 
Tunis to the Algerian border, where they visited four French prisoners captured in 
the area.46 The ICRC did not ask the French for permission for this visit. It confined 
itself to informing the local military authorities, asking that they turn a blind eye to 
the delegates crossing the border.

As far as is known, this clandestine border-crossing by a delegate into a State torn 
by civil war was unprecedented in ICRC history. It was probably done owing to the 
political issues of the day and the contrary positions of the parties to the conflict:

44 RICR, Supplement, Vol. XI, No. 8, August 1958, p. 177.
45 ICRC Annual Report 1959, p. 12; ICRC Annual Report 1960, pp. 16–18; ICRC Annual Report 

1961, pp. 19–20; ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 10. RICR, No. 487, July 1959, pp. 341–342. RICR, 
Supplement, Vol. XII, No. 8, August 1959, p. 154; Vol. XII, No. 10, October 1959, p. 196; Vol. XIII, 
No. 2, February 1960, pp. 35–36; Vol. XIII, No. 12, December 1960, pp. 237–238; January 1961, 
Vol. XIV, No. 1, pp. 5–7. IRRC, first year, No. 5, August 1961, p. 260; No. 11, February 1962, 
pp. 90–91; No. 12 March 1962, pp. 147–148; No. 13, April 1962, pp. 194–195; No. 14, May 1962, 
p. 265.

46 “Two Delegates of the International Committee of the Red Cross see the Four Prisoners of Sakhiet”, 
ICRC press release No. 636b, 3 February 1958.
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• The FLN claimed to control part of Algerian territory, which allowed it to claim 
a kind of international recognition.

• France insisted that it was in control of all Algerian territory, while acknowledging 
that the “Salan Line” – a fortified line parallel to the Tunisian border – was set 
back slightly from that border.

If the ICRC had asked the French authorities for permission to send a delegate to a 
part of Algerian territory controlled by the FLN, they would have had no choice but 
to refuse.

However, beyond the desire to aid the four French prisoners in question, there were 
two background issues that motivated the ICRC.

From the political viewpoint, firstly, the ICRC could see that Tunisia was very much 
in favour of the visit because it felt it would help lower the acute tensions between the 
Tunisian government and the French military in Algeria, whose commanders took a 
very dim view of FLN military units being allowed on Tunisian soil and of the fact that 
the FLN was holding French prisoners there. The Tunisians feared that the conflict 
would spill across the border.47

Secondly, from the humanitarian viewpoint, it would be the first time that the 
ICRC had visited French prisoners held by the FLN. It could therefore reasonably 
hope that this visit would be the beginning of a new relationship that would enable 
delegates to finally start visiting detainees held by both sides.

These two considerations, plus concern about the four French prisoners, thus 
explain the risk taken by the ICRC in authorizing a clandestine border-crossing.

Jean de Preux returned to Tunis in March 1958 to continue the negotiations begun 
in January. The FLN gave him an initial list of 10 recently captured French soldiers. 
Following its usual practice, the ICRC immediately notified their families.48

In October, the FLN decided to release the four prisoners de Preux had met at the 
beginning of the year. They were placed in the care of two ICRC delegates at Tunisian 
Red Crescent headquarters.

Two months later, eight captured French soldiers were handed over to delegates at 
the headquarters of the Moroccan Red Crescent.

In addition, the ICRC obtained permission from the FLN for prisoners to write 
personal messages, which the ICRC forwarded to their families. In 1958, the organ-
ization received 169 such messages as well as lists of prisoners held by the FLN.

The ICRC remained in regular contact with the FLN, and in February 1959 six 
French prisoners were released in a ceremony at the Moroccan Red Crescent office in 

47 ICRC Archives, Histoire orale du CICR, interview with Jean de Preux, 3–6 November 1992, tran-
scription, pp. 90–97. The Tunisian government had good reason to be concerned. On 8 February 
1958, the French air force bombed the Sakiet Sidi Youssef area, causing much death and destruction.

48 “The ICRC receives a first list of French combatants captured by the FLN”, ICRC press release 
No. 641b, 20 March 1958.
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Oujda, near the Algerian border. ICRC delegates drove them to a nearby airport, where 
the French consul was waiting to repatriate them.

Following numerous ICRC contacts with the FLN-formed Provisional Government, 
16 prisoners were released in the countryside of the Kabylia region in May 1959. They 
included six civilians and a Swiss national. They had been held in the bush for months. 
For obvious security reasons, no ICRC representative was present.

In the months that followed, the ICRC brought about several more releases by the 
FLN. By the end of 1959, a total of 45 prisoners had been released.49

Violations of the Geneva Conventions

In every conflict in connection with which it works, the ICRC receives protests con-
cerning violations of the Geneva Conventions. From the very beginning of the war in 
Algeria there were many such complaints.

In June 1957, Robert Lacoste, France’s Resident Minister in Algiers, asked Pierre 
Gaillard to visit the village of Melouza where, Lacoste reported, 300 Algerians had been 
massacred by the FLN. Gaillard contacted Geneva for instructions. ICRC President 
Léopold Boissier told him not to go. In a diplomatic note to the French government, 
the ICRC explained its position as follows:

In keeping with its tradition, as approved by the International Conference of the Red Cross, 
the ICRC is always prepared to receive any complaint of violations of international law or 
of the major principles of humanity, and to convey them to the party concerned.

Nevertheless, regarding requests that it bear witness to or investigate such violations, the 
ICRC has always and unswervingly adhered to the policy clearly set out in a memorandum 
published on 12 September 1939 and on several occasions sent to governments. In short, the 
ICRC cannot take part in any way in an inquiry into such violations. However, in excep-
tional cases the ICRC may agree to set up an outside fact-finding commission. This would 
be conditional on both the parties concerned requesting that the ICRC take this action and 
on that commission’s work posing no risk for the ICRC’s humanitarian activities nor of 
fuelling hatred between peoples.50

The ICRC took advantage of this reply to the French authorities to add the following 
regarding its delegates’ visits to people interned or detained by the French:

49 ICRC Annual Report 1958, pp. 9–10. ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential 
Council meeting of 23 January 1958. RICR, No. 470, February 1958, pp. 84–85; No. 472, April 
1958, p. 192; No. 482, February 1959, pp. 70–71. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XI, No. 8, August 1958, 
pp. 176–177; Vol. XI, No. 11, November 1958, pp. 251–252; Vol. XII, No. 1, January 1959, pp. 17–18. 
Bugnion, op. cit., p. 451.

50 ICRC Archives, B AG 202 (12), note from the ICRC to the French government, 4 June 1957.
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Numerous people have complained to ICRC delegates of ill-treatment they said they had 
suffered when they were captured or when they were interrogated. The delegates have confined 
themselves to forwarding these allegations to the relevant French authorities. In cases where 
they have found scars or other possible traces objectively consistent with these allegations, they 
have also notified the authorities of these, though without pronouncing on the cause of these 
findings. Nor has the ICRC published anything about this since it was not a direct witness 
of the alleged mistreatment.51

In the summer of 1957, the Syrian and Jordanian Red Crescent Societies lodged pro-
tests with the League, accusing the French Red Cross of denying medical treatment 
to “Algerian nationalists” and “Algerian victims of the events”. They also accused the 
French authorities of preventing doctors from coming to the aid of these people.52

The League forwarded these letters to the ICRC. As was the custom in such cases, 
the ICRC in turn forwarded them to the French Red Cross. That National Society 
categorically denied the allegations, adding that, in many cases, French Red Cross 
ambulances and nursing staff had come under attack from the indigenous population. 
The ICRC forwarded this response to the Syrian and Jordanian National Societies.53

Those National Societies brought this matter before the 19th International 
Conference in the autumn of 1957. The Conference adopted a resolution that, while 
not specifically mentioning Algeria, clearly alluded to it and reaffirmed the principle 
that medical care must be neutral:

The XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross, considering the efforts already made 
by the International Committee of the Red Cross to minimize the suffering caused by armed 
conflicts of all types, expresses the wish that a new provision be added to the existing Geneva 
Conventions of 1949, extending the provisions of Article 3 thereof so that:

(a) the wounded may be cared for without discrimination and doctors in no way hindered 
when giving the care which they are called upon to provide in these circumstances,

(b) the inviolable principle of medical professional secrecy may be respected,

(c) there may be no restrictions, other than those provided by international legislation, on 
the sale and free circulation of medicines, it being understood that these will be used 
exclusively for therapeutic purposes.

Furthermore, makes an urgent appeal to all Governments to repeal any measures which 
might be contrary to the present Resolution.54

51 Ibid.
52 ICRC Archives, B AG 202 (12), Letter from the Syrian Red Crescent to the League, 22 July 1957, 

and letter from the Jordanian Red Crescent to the League, 14 August 1957.
53 ICRC Archives, B AG 202 (12), letter from the ICRC to the French Red Cross, 22 August 1957, 

and letters from the French Red Cross to the ICRC, 6 and 19 September 1957.
54 Resolution XVII, 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, New Delhi, October–November 

1957: Report, pp. 103–104 and 154–155.
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In 1958, ICRC delegates in Algeria made representations to the French authorities 
in support of doctors who were being prosecuted for treating rebels. The ICRC based 
these representations on Article 18, paragraph 3, of the First Geneva Convention and 
on Resolution XVII of the recent International Conference. In most cases they resulted 
in pardons or a reduction in sentences.55

In May that year, after three French soldiers had been executed by the FLN, the 
ICRC approached top-level FLN leaders in Cairo to urge the FLN to put an end to 
such retaliatory actions.56 It also sent the French government and the FLN a memo-
randum urging them both to respect the fundamental principles of humanitarian law:

The essential duty of the International Committee of the Red Cross – an organization that 
is explicitly neutral and independent of all national, racial or religious influence – is to come 
to the aid of all people affected by armed conflict.

In its strictly humanitarian work, the ICRC is guided by the content and spirit of the Geneva 
Conventions. Its authority derives from decades of service and experience. To carry out its 
humanitarian activities, it must make use of its right of initiative, it must marshal all 
the persuasive power and firmness at its disposal. This is how it has, since 1955, taken the 
action it has in connection with the Algerian conflict, though the results of that action must 
unfortunately be deemed inadequate.

In recent weeks the situation in Algeria has deteriorated still further. Prompted by the desire 
to relieve the most painful effects of this deterioration, the ICRC has the duty to suggest to 
the FLN and to the French Government that they make the following positive commitments:

1. To comply – in its entirety – with Article 3 common to all four 1949 Geneva Conventions.

2. To refrain from prosecuting captured members of the armed forces on the sole grounds of 
having taken part in the hostilities. To ensure that detainees are treated humanely and 
enjoy all the guarantees laid down for prisoners of war. To allow them to send personal 
messages to their families and receive personal messages from them. To provide the ICRC 
with the captured people’s names and allow that organization to visit the detainees and, 
if necessary, distribute relief items to them.

3. To inform the ICRC if captured members of armed forces are prosecuted on the 
grounds of crimes or other offences allegedly committed by them and to allow 
that organization to monitor the proceedings and to facilitate their defence. 
To refrain, until hostilities have ended, from carrying out the sentence in cases where 
the prosecution results in a death sentence being pronounced, and to ensure that the con-
demned continues to be treated in accordance with the rules applicable to prisoners of war.

4. To refrain absolutely from reprisals, whatever the provocation.

55 ICRC Annual Report 1958, p. 9. ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council 
meeting of 23 October 1958. Bugnion, op. cit., pp. 479–480.

56 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 4 June 1958.
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The International Committee of the Red Cross fervently hopes that the FLN will find within 
itself the ability to take upon itself the same obligations that it is endeavouring to obtain from 
the French Government. If both sides agree, the ICRC will then inform each party of this.

Finally, the International Committee wishes to emphasize its hope that both parties will 
refrain from any act of a nature to jeopardize its efforts to aid the people concerned by the 
above until such time as a reply to the present memorandum – which is being sent simul-
taneously to the FLN and the French Government – has been made.57

The French government did not much appreciate being placed virtually on the same 
level as the FLN, and let the ICRC know it. The organization replied that it had 
written its memorandum in the “conviction that only the taking or confirming of 
certain decisions by both parties to the conflict can enable the ICRC to achieve sat-
isfactory results” and that its use of “the phrase ‘both parties to the conflict’ does not 
mean that the ICRC fails to appreciate the essential difference that exists between the 
government of a State and a group that wields de facto authority without possessing a 
well-defined legal status.”58

Despite several requests by the ICRC, the FLN failed to respond to the memo-
randum. In August 1959, ICRC President Léopold Boissier met with Ferhat Abbas, 
president of the FLN’s Provisional Government of the Algerian Republic. Boissier 
spoke of the memorandum of the previous May and expressed the ICRC’s concern 
over French civilians and soldiers being held by the FLN.

Abbas assured him that specific instructions had been issued to the fighters that 
prisoners must be treated humanely, but acknowledged that monitoring compliance 
was difficult, given the extreme dispersal of units in constant movement. Moreover, 
local commanders witnessing airstrikes that caused severe losses among the civilian 
population were likely to take reprisals.

At the end of 1959, the ICRC wrote to Ferhat Abbas, expressing the hope that the 
Provisional Government would respond specifically to the memorandum.

In January 1960, having still received no reply from the FLN, the ICRC sent its 
delegate-general for the Middle East, David de Traz, to Tunis with the aim of obtaining 
a satisfactory response from FLN representatives there.

In June 1960, the Provisional Government informed the ICRC of its decision to 
become formally bound by the 1949 Geneva Conventions. The legal problems con-
nected with this declaration aside, the ICRC viewed it as a positive response to its 
memorandum. The ICRC therefore resumed its endeavours to take practical measures 
to help the FLN’s prisoners, such as obtaining lists of their names, forwarding messages 
to and from their families, and getting permission for visits to them by ICRC delegates. 
However, these efforts were to no avail.

57 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (12), ICRC memorandum, 28 May 1958.
58 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (12), letter from the ICRC to the French government, 18 June 1958.
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In an attempt to resolve the situation, David de Traz travelled to Tunis in February 
1961 but returned empty-handed. Pierre Gaillard went to Tunis in March, but then, 
too, the FLN failed to take any practical decision.

The ICRC nevertheless remained in regular contact with the Algerian Red Crescent 
representative in Geneva. In November 1961, having still heard nothing from the 
Provisional Government, the organization sent Pierre Gaillard and ICRC member 
Marguerite van Berchem to Tunis. There they met with the new president of the 
Provisional Government, Ben Youssef Ben Khedda, and the vice-president, Krim 
Belkacem. Belkacem promised them the names of five French prisoners. At the end 
of the year, the FLN freed two of these prisoners. They were placed in Gaillard’s care 
in Tunis and he saw to it that they were repatriated to France. He also insisted to the 
president of the Algerian Red Crescent that the remaining three should be allowed to 
communicate in writing with their families. To no avail.59

French press reports on ICRC visits

In Algeria, ICRC delegates continued to visit the prisons, “screening and transit 
centres”, military and civilian internment centres, “re-education centres” and some-
times even places of detention run by intelligence officers. The French authorities in 
Algeria had devised an extremely complex detention system, and covering it was a 
difficult task for the delegates.

Over six weeks in October and November 1959, four delegates visited 82 places 
of detention.60 It was the seventh series of visits since the beginning of the war. In 
accordance with prior agreement, the ICRC sent its delegates’ reports on their visits to 
government authorities in Algiers (three copies), and to the foreign affairs and justice 
ministries in Paris (four and three copies respectively). At its request, the justice min-
istry received two extra copies on this occasion. After the reports had been submitted, 
Pierre Gaillard and William Michel attended a meeting in Paris with representatives of 
the relevant ministries and two generals who had come specially from Algeria. None of 
the participants disputed the delegates’ findings, even those regarding the interrogation 
methods used in some cases.

59 ICRC Annual Report 1959, pp. 10–12; ICRC Annual Report 1960, pp. 17–18; ICRC Annual Report 
1961, p. 20. ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 27 August 
1959; B AG 200 (12), letter from Léopold Boissier to Ferhat Abbas, 4 December 1959; B AG 200 
(12), report of a meeting between Pierre Gaillard, Minister for Health of the GPRA, and Doctor 
Ben Tami, representative of the Algerian Red Crescent in Geneva, 22 November 1960. RICR, 
Supplement, Vol. XIII, No. 3, March 1960, pp. 39–40. IRRC, No. 11, February 1962, pp. 78–79. 
Interviews with Pierre Gaillard by Françoise Perret, June–September 1992.

60 “The ICRC visits places of detention in Algeria and France”, ICRC press release, No. 688b, 
16 October 1959. “The seventh mission of the ICRC in Algeria”, ICRC press release No. 692b, 
7 December 1959.
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In January 1960, Le Monde published a summary of these reports, making obvious 
the fact that the newspaper possessed all 82 ICRC reports and a summary of the key 
findings – a total of 270 pages. In the same edition of the paper, Le Monde placed a 
statement from the prime minister’s office declaring that everything had been done to 
facilitate the ICRC’s visits. It said that though certain errors had been made, efforts 
were being made to correct them and that the ICRC had observed improvements in 
the detainees’ treatment.61

This exposé was a bolt from the blue that rocked French public opinion, already 
badly fractured by fiery debate over the use of torture in Algeria.

The issue had been ever-present since the war began. In early 1955, the weekly 
news magazine France-Observateur published an article by Claude Bourdet entitled 
“Votre Gestapo en Algérie”. Two days later, another weekly, L’Express, ran an article 
by François Mauriac entitled “La Question”.62 A month later, there appeared, under 
the same title, an accurate and terrifying account by Henri Alleg, editor-in-chief of 
the newspaper Alger Républicain; but the censor prohibited its distribution. The Swiss 
publishing house La Cité thereupon released it as a booklet, with a postscript by Jean-
Paul Sartre entitled “Une Victoire”.63

In May 1958, Albert Camus, who had won the Nobel Prize in Literature just a few 
months earlier, also condemned the use of torture in the introduction to his Chronique 
algérienne. Not only did Camus describe torture as a “crime” and “humiliation” that 
might easily “serve to justify the very wrongs we seek to prevent”, he wrote that it was 
unswervingly paving the way for “France to lose heart and abandon Algeria”.64

For five years now the war in Algeria had set Frenchman against Frenchman, the 
issue of torture being the most incendiary aspect of the debate. For a large portion of 
the country’s population, the idea that the police and the army were using interrogation 
methods similar to those of the Gestapo – against which many had risked their lives 
little more than a decade earlier – was horrifying.

The ICRC’s reports contained no revelations of things that were not already known 
through previously published accounts. However, they had been written by an organ-
ization with no part in the debate dividing France, an organization respected for its 
neutrality and its impartiality. Above all, the reports were based on interviews con-
ducted by delegates with prisoners in detention facilities and on the objective findings 
that delegates, including medical doctors, had made inside those facilities.

61 Le Monde, 5 January 1960, pp. 1 and 3. Libération had also received a copy of the ICRC report but 
the paper’s edition of 5 January 1960 was confiscated by the authorities “owing to the commentary 
which accompanied the analysis of the ICRC reports” (Le Monde, 6 January 1960).

62 Alain-Gérard Slama, La guerre d’Algérie: Histoire d’une déchirure, Gallimard, Paris, 1996, pp. 68 
and 148–149.

63 Henri Alleg, La question, with afterword “Une victoire” by Jean-Paul Sartre, La Cité, Lausanne, 
1958. In 1959, La Cité also published La gangrène, a collection of eyewitness accounts by Algerian 
victims of torture.

64 Albert Camus, Actuelles III, Chronique algérienne, Gallimard, Paris, 1958, pp. 15–16; Essais, 
Gallimard, Paris, Bibliothèque de la Pléiade, 1965, pp. 893–894.
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Though drafted with the ICRC’s customary restraint, and emphasis on the 
facts, the delegates’ reports nevertheless described totally inadequate prison condi-
tions – the overcrowding and poor hygiene in many camps – and, above all, torture 
and “forced disappearances”.

Though the French authorities in no way blamed the ICRC for leaking these reports,65 
the organization nevertheless feared that Le Monde’s summary would damage its repu-
tation for discretion and thus undermine the confidence of governments in its ability to 
meet its commitment to confidentiality. It feared that this would in turn compromise its 
potential for action over the long term, not only in Algeria but wherever it tried to help 
prisoners of war and political detainees. Conversely, some journalists and writers criticized 
the ICRC for not having alerted the public as soon as it found cases of torture in Algeria. 
The ICRC therefore issued a public statement in which it set out its policy for visiting 
detainees. It explained the difference between the Geneva Conventions’ applicability in 
international and in internal conflict, stressing that only in the event of international 
conflict did it have an automatic right to visit detainees. It summarized its visiting pro-
cedures for both cases and the aims it sought to achieve. It emphasized the confidentiality 
involved and the fact that its reports were “communicated only to the Government which 
granted authority to visit”. Mutual confidence was essential because the ICRC “must be 
able to express freely its views with regard to the conditions of internment and to make 
suggestions to the Government concerned, regardless of any controversy on the subject”.

The French government, it said, had allowed such visits in Algeria though this was 
not an international conflict.

The ICRC ended its statement by pointing out that making a public protest, in the 
event that violations of the law were ascertained, was naturally out of the question, 
and by affirming that “experience has shown that [protests] would lead to no positive 
result and would only be detrimental” to its work and its aims. The ICRC stressed the 
importance of a working dialogue between it and the authorities concerned, since this 
was the best hope for securing respect for humanitarian law. Absolute confidentiality 
was indispensable to any such relationship.66,67

65 According to the historian Pierre Vidal-Naquet, the leaker was Gaston Gosselin, then a key official 
working for the justice minister, Edmond Michelet: “At the Ministry of Justice, which was run by 
Edmond Michelet from Janaury 1959 to August 1961, two officials (Gaston Gosselin and Joseph 
Rovan), who had been fellow inmates of the minister at Dachau, were firmly opposed to current practices 
in Algeria. While Rovan was more discreet, Gosselin had no qualms about touching off scandals, for 
example, by giving the ICRC’s report on Algeria to journalist Pierre Viansson-Ponté. It was published in 
Le Monde on 5 January 1960.” Pierre Vidal-Naquet, La raison d’État, La Découverte, Paris, 2002, p. 6.

66 ICRC Annual Report 1961, pp. 17–19; ICRC Annual Report 1962, pp. 8–9. IRRC, No. 1, April 1961, 
pp. 38–39; No. 9, December 1961, p. 502; No. 10, January 1962, pp. 30–31; No. 12, March 1962, 
pp. 141–142.

67 “Information concerning visits to places of detention by the delegates of the International Committee 
of the Red Cross”, ICRC press release No. 694b of 8 January 1960. ICRC Annual Report 1959, 
pp. 8–10; ICRC Annual Report 1960, pp. 16–17. RICR, No. 841, July 1959, p. 341. RICR, 
Supplement, Vol. XIII, No. 1, January 1960, p. 11; Vol. XIII, No. 2, February 1960, pp. 32–34. 
ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 9 January 1960.
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There can be no doubt that Le Monde’s article disclosing the ICRC’s reports on 
its seventh series of visits in Algeria placed the French government squarely before its 
responsibilities, obliging the political authorities to bring at least a measure of correc-
tive order to the detention system set up in Algeria and, in particular, to the methods 
of interrogation. However, the ICRC paid a high price for this disclosure. It took an 
entire year of representations and discussions before the French authorities allowed it 
to once again to send delegates to visit detainees in Algeria, the pretext for the delay 
being that the detention system was being reorganized.

It was only in January 1961 that the ICRC was allowed to resume its work. That year 
it made three series of visits, during which delegates went to 124 places of detention.

At the same time, the ICRC continued visiting the Algerians held in France, going 
to 20 places of detention from March to July.

A new series of visits in France took place in November. Most Algerian detainees 
were then on hunger strike. Delegates went to the hospital in Garches, where three 
FLN ministers were being held: Ahmed Ben Bella, Hocine Ait Ahmed and Mohamed 
Khider. After talking with the ministers, the delegates made a number of proposals 
to the French authorities to improve conditions. These were accepted and the ICRC 
informed the detainees, who decided to break off their hunger strike.

A final visit to Algerians held in Algeria was carried out in May 1962.

Upsurge in OAS attacks

A ceasefire was proclaimed on 19 March 1962, whereupon the Organisation de l’armée 
secrète (OAS) immediately stepped up attacks throughout Algeria. The ICRC delegate 
based in Algiers, Roger Vust, endeavoured to send aid for the injured. He was joined by 
Pierre Gaillard. Together with the Algerian authorities and France’s high commissioner, 
the delegates drew up an emergency-action plan, which included medical care for the 
civilian population, visits to prisoners, action to trace missing people, and relief for 
internees. In mid-May, ICRC medical teams arrived in Algeria.68

The Evian Accords and the remaining prisoners

Signed on 18 March 1962, and followed the next day by the proclamation of a ceasefire, 
the Evian Accords provided for a 20-day period during which the parties undertook to 
release the prisoners they held and to inform the ICRC of their whereabouts, as well 
as “all measures taken for their release”.69

68 ICRC Annual Report 1962, pp. 10–11. IRRC, No. 13, April 1962, p. 195; No. 15, June 1962, 
pp. 319–320; No. 16, July 1962, pp. 362–364. ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (12), mission report by 
Dr Jean-Louis de Chastonay, 8 June 1962.

69 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 9–16 June, 1962, p. 18801.
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When that period ended, the French authorities notified the ICRC of the wherea-
bouts of 3,600 prisoners captured bearing arms and the measures taken for their release 
and return home. The first prisoners were released in early April.70

During the same period, the FLN released three French soldiers held since the 
spring of 1961. Two other French soldiers captured in early 1961 were released in Tizi 
Ouzou, in the Kabylia region.

Four other French soldiers were released in Morocco in June 1962. Finally, 20 
members of the Foreign Legion – from various European countries – were released 
before the end of 1962.

Tracing missing persons and visiting detainees

However, information about 330 French soldiers and 264 European civilians, reported 
missing at one time or another during the conflict, remained unavailable.71

The ICRC looked for these people in various parts of Algeria, making regular 
radio appeals in French and Arabic. It actively sought the authorities’ support for 
this endeavour.

Meanwhile, the ceasefire turned the situation in Algeria upside down. As FLN 
fighters were released and poured into the country triumphantly from their bases in 
Morocco and Tunisia, revenge was taken on Algerians who had remained loyal to 
France. The harkis and others who had been involved with the French military were 
arrested in great numbers. There were also many reports of disappearances among the 
pieds noirs who had not yet been repatriated to France.

The ICRC did its best to visit people arrested during the events that followed the 
ceasefire. It was able to bring about a number of releases.

For example, in September two delegates were present at the Maison-Carrée prison 
in Algiers for the release of 25 European nationals whose freedom the ICRC had been 
actively seeking for several weeks. Three days later, these same delegates were allowed to 
visit the 34 Europeans still being held at Maison-Carrée. They recorded their identities 
and forwarded them to the French authorities.72

In late September, the Algerian authorities gave the ICRC a list of the names of 
43 Europeans recently arrested and interned at Maison-Carrée. Delegates were allowed 
to visit them. While there, they were present at the release of seven European detainees.73

In October, two delegates – Pierre Gaillard and Roger Vust – once again contacted 
the Algerian authorities. They met with, among others, Ferhat Abbas, by then president 

70 ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 9. IRRC, No. 13, April 1962, p. 193.
71 ICRC Annual Report 1959, pp. 8-9; ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 10. IRRC, No. 14, May 1962, 
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73 “The ICRC and European detainees in Algeria”, ICRC press release No. 766b, 26 September 1962. 
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25.  Algerian War, March 1958. Relief distribution to refugees in Tiouli, Morocco.  
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26.  Algerian War, 1962. Distribution of milk to children in a centre de regroupement. 
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of the Constitutional Assembly, and Houari Boumédiène, supreme commander of 
FLN forces and defence minister. These two senior officials assured the ICRC that 
they would both support its endeavour to trace missing people and allow it to visit 
detained harkis.74

In early November, the ICRC president wrote a letter to the Algerian head of 
State, Ahmed Ben Bella, in which he confirmed the delegates’ meeting with Abbas 
and Boumédiène, and the resulting assurances.75

The ICRC’s vice-president visits Algeria

In February 1963, Samuel Gonard, the ICRC’s vice-president, travelled to Algeria to 
seek the authorities’ support for efforts to find those who had gone missing since the 
ceasefire that had taken effect the previous March. The number of people missing was 
estimated at 1,500.

Gonard had several meetings with Algeria’s new president, Ahmed Ben Bella, and a 
number of ministers. The government and the ICRC worked out an agreement under 
which the Algerian authorities committed themselves to doing everything possible to 
facilitate the ICRC’s work. For example, delegates would be free to travel throughout 
Algerian territory.

The terms of this agreement were bolstered by an agreement on the same subject 
concluded between the Algerian and French governments.

Before leaving Algiers, Gonard visited the Maison-Carrée prison, where he was able 
to speak in private with many detainees, most of them harkis. At his suggestion, the 
government ordered the release of 111 of them.76

The ICRC visits harkis and searches for the missing

In mid-March 1963, the ICRC sent about 20 delegates to Algeria on the basis 
of the agreement worked out by Vice-President Gonard. The delegates were led by 
Claude Pilloud.

The ICRC had no difficulty obtaining permission to visit the harkis being held in 
prison. However, it was not allowed to visit those held at military bases.

During their prison visits, the delegates were able to bring about the release of a 
number of harkis. In addition, the ICRC offered its good offices for the negotiation 

74 “The ICRC intervenes on behalf of the missing and interned in Algeria”, ICRC press release No. 767, 
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of an agreement between Algeria and France under which France would receive any 
harkis who wished to leave Algeria.

The search for missing people, however, proved extremely difficult in some cases, 
given the time that had elapsed since their disappearance. The delegates nevertheless 
travelled to all the places where those reported missing had last been seen. They inter-
viewed witnesses, when such existed, and the local authorities, and gathered useful infor-
mation in about half the cases. In most instances, when a case was “resolved”, it meant 
that the person concerned was either certainly or in all likelihood dead. Nevertheless, 
a small number of missing people were found alive, for example people who had been 
overlooked during the chaotic mass evacuation of French people from Algeria.

Samuel Gonard, the ICRC’s vice-president, returned in June 1963 to Algeria, where 
he met with President Ben Bella. He explained that ICRC delegates were convinced 
that a number of harkis were being held at military bases to which the ICRC was not 
allowed access. Ben Bella promised that the ICRC would be granted access to the bases.

When his stay in Algeria was over, Gonard concluded that the ICRC should not 
prolong its work in the country beyond the limit initially set: September 1963. Any 
visits to harkis at the bases should serve only the purpose of surveying their general 
situation. In fact, the ICRC did not receive permission to enter the bases and, at its 
meeting of 19 September 1963, the Presidential Council took note of the situation as 
it stood and decided that the harki problem should henceforth be for the French and 
Algerian governments to resolve.

The ICRC’s mission in Algeria thus ended in September and the Algerian Red 
Crescent – officially recognized as a National Society the previous July – took over 
the ICRC’s work in the country.77

However, the ICRC continued to receive letters from the families of harkis who, 
the families said, were still being detained in Algeria. As a result, in early October 
the ICRC once again contacted the Algerian government to obtain permission for 
its delegates to visit those held at military bases. This time the Algerian authorities 
responded positively, and in January 1964, an ICRC delegate was allowed to visit the 
bases in Constantine, Khenchela and Bou Saada. However, he encountered no harkis 
there. Officials at the bases told him that, according to the Algerian government, the 
harkis were no longer a problem.78 When the ICRC returned to Algeria following the 
Algerian-Moroccan conflict, an ICRC delegate, Jacques de Heller, approached the au-
thorities once again regarding the harkis, but received only evasive answers. The ICRC 
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president thereupon wrote a letter to the Algerian government requesting ICRC access 
to harkis still detained. No reply was ever received.

Thus the mid-1960s came and went without the ICRC ever being able to help the 
last people still detained in connection with the Algerian conflict.79

Conclusion

The ICRC’s activities in Algeria were carried out in the context of a war of national 
liberation that was marked by a seemingly endless series of indiscriminate outrages and 
reprisals, and by widespread repression and torture. The organization’s primary aim was 
therefore to ensure that people captured by their adversaries were treated humanely. To 
that end, it was in regular contact with the FLN and French authorities.

When the ICRC talked with the French, it was dealing with officials in Paris and 
Algiers who possessed the power to ensure that their orders were obeyed. Therefore, 
when they agreed to the ICRC’s suggestions, the message was passed down the chain 
of command and the suggested improvements carried out. And it is worth noting that 
as mission followed mission, ICRC delegates’ credibility grew in the eyes of the French 
military. This was reflected by the rising rank of the officers who accompanied them: a 
captain during the initial missions, then a lieutenant-colonel, and finally a general, in 
whose company the delegates could arrive unannounced at any camp and gain entry.80

ICRC contact with the French government began in November 1954 and con-
tinued throughout the war. The resulting support from Pierre Mendès-France and the 
prime ministers who succeeded him enabled the organization to send, from February 
1955 to July 1962, a total of 10 missions to the territory, where the delegates did what 
they could to relieve the suffering. In all, they made 490 visits to places of detention 
(prisons, “screening and transit centres”, internment camps both civilian and military, 
hospitals, etc.). In addition, from 1958 to 1962, delegates made 96 visits to prisons and 
internment camps where Algerian militants were being held.81

These figures – far outstripping anything the ICRC was doing in connection with 
other conflicts of the day, such as those in Cyprus, Kenya, southern Africa and South-
East Asia – reflect the importance the organization attached to the Algerian War and 
the resources that it felt necessary to invest in protecting the people affected.

Each visit was followed by a report to the detaining authorities, whose level in the 
hierarchy depended on the gravity of the problems observed. For example, after visiting 
a “screening centre” where the material conditions were particularly bad, Pierre Gaillard 
and Jean-Louis de Chastonay did not shrink from interrupting their series of visits and 
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81 ICRC Annual Reports, 1954–1962. ICRC, The ICRC and the Algerian Conflict, ICRC, Geneva, 

1962.



184 part iii. wars of national liberation

returning forthwith to Algiers to make representations to the commander-in-chief of 
French forces.82 Each complete series of visits resulted in a summary report that was 
handed to both the commander-in-chief in Algiers and the relevant ministries in Paris. 
The actual handing over of the report involved high-level contacts, in both Algiers and 
Paris; sometimes the prime minister himself was involved.

Repeated ICRC representations led to many improvements in the conditions of 
detention and – especially important – to a particular status being accorded to, and spe-
cific camps being built for, combatants captured while bearing arms openly. However, 
those representations failed to put a stop to the use of torture in interrogations. The Le 
Monde exposé with extracts from an ICRC summary report renewed the passionate 
debate about interrogation methods in Algeria. Nevertheless, the ICRC paid a price 
for this revelation, even though the French authorities never blamed it for the leak. The 
organization still had to wait over a year before its delegates were once again allowed 
to work in Algeria.

The ICRC’s efforts to gain access to prisoners held by the FLN encountered vir-
tually insurmountable obstacles. The FLN leadership was, in effect, telling the ICRC 
that the reality of the war being fought by their men made it impossible to organize 
ICRC visits. They were also making clear that not all their combatants were under 
their complete control, and they were therefore not in a position to prevent reprisals. 
The result was that the ICRC had only limited success with regard to the French 
prisoners of the FLN.

There is every reason to believe that, given the material conditions in which they 
were waging their struggle, FLN fighters were unable to detain prisoners on Algerian 
soil over long periods. Where possible, these prisoners were smuggled across the border 
into Tunisia or Morocco. At the same time, the governments in Tunis and Rabat 
wished to maintain good relations with Paris. It was therefore out of the question for 
the ICRC to visit prisoners being held on their territory: “The FLN maintained the 
fiction that these prisoners were on Algerian territory, whereas in fact they weren’t.”83 
This explains why the ICRC was able to visit such prisoners on only one occasion, in 
early 1958, right on the Algerian-Tunisian border.

On the other hand, the FLN on several occasions released French military personnel 
or civilians in Tunisia and Morocco, handing them over to the ICRC, which then 
placed them in the care of the French authorities or itself arranged their repatriation.

Thus the results achieved by the ICRC with regard to the FLN’s French prisoners 
were paltry. In the matter of the harkis after independence, and in the search for 
Europeans who had disappeared during the handover of power, it achieved virtually 
nothing at all.

While endeavouring to aid the various categories of detainee, the ICRC also man-
aged to carry out a major relief operation for Algerian civilians hard hit by the fighting. 

82 Oral history of the ICRC, interview with Pierre Gaillard, May–July 1992, transcription, p. 117 (in 
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It did this in conjunction with the French Red Cross, the Moroccan Red Crescent, the 
Tunisian Red Crescent and the League of Red Cross Societies. This work was a success.

From today’s viewpoint, it may seem that there was nothing special about ICRC 
action in Algeria. In fact, the Algerian War was the first major armed struggle for inde-
pendence in Africa, and the ICRC did pioneering work during the conflict. When the 
war began, the French general public – with the exception of a small minority, notably 
a few famous writers and other artists – viewed the FLN as a terrorist movement. But 
from the outset, the ICRC sought contact with the leaders of the FLN to try and 
ensure that they respected the basic provisions of humanitarian law. In an attempt 
to limit the violence and spare Algerians and French alike absolutely pitiless warfare, 
the ICRC unhesitatingly sat down and dealt seriously with people whom the Western 
world disdained as outright criminals. The precious experience gained served as a basis 
for future ICRC operations in connection with wars of liberation and pointed the way 
to the areas in which humanitarian law had to develop. Indeed, certain articles of the 
1977 Protocols additional to the Geneva Conventions reflect lessons learned in Algeria 
two decades before those treaties were adopted.

Just as the Algerian War served in many respects as a paradigm for later wars of 
liberation, particularly in Africa, so the ICRC’s work in connection with that war 
served as a model for its activities in subsequent conflicts.

Appendix: Order of 19 March 1958 from General Raoul Salan

Algiers, 19 March 1958 
Joint High Command 
10th Military Region 
Staff Headquarters …

Directive regarding Camps for Military Internees 
Ref: Directive No. 816 … of 24 November 1957

I. – General points

Rebels who are cornered in combat frequently display a dogged perseverance that results in 
their death.

This tenacity is less the manifestation of a spirit of sacrifice for a cause considered sacred than 
it is the result of effective psychological preparation.

Prisoner interrogations show that the mujahedeen have it drilled into them during training 
that they face grave dangers if they surrender, that French troops will first torture, then kill 
them or, at best, bring them before courts that will automatically condemn them to death.

Cuttings from certain French and foreign newspapers have been widely quoted by rebel 
and foreign radio stations, and have had the effect of strongly backing up this propaganda.



186 part iii. wars of national liberation

This maintains a level of fear that gives their units a fighting spirit we must absolutely 
dampen as much as possible in order to reduce our own losses.

One way to do this is to guarantee prisoners the most lenient possible treatment and to ensure 
that this fact is widely known.

Directive No. 816 represented a first step down this path. The setting up of camps for mili
tary internees will constitute a comprehensive solution within the limits of the rules cur-
rently in force, that is to say without according the prisoners a particular status.

II. – Organization

From the time the present Directive is received, rebels captured while openly bearing arms 
shall – following initial screening and interrogation at sector level – be gathered in spe-
cial camps.

The number and size of these camps shall depend in each Army Corps on the number of 
prisoners to be held.

Given the lack of funding for the time being, the camps for military internees shall be 
installed in the screening and transit centres, which will thus be specialized for this purpose.

Any funds that become available in future shall be shared out for the previously set objective 
of improving the screening and transit centres.

III. – Running of the camps

The management and supervision of the camps for military internees must be of high 
quality. The same is true for the re-education centres.

The rules under which they are operated shall be the same as those for the screening and 
transit centres.

Efforts shall be concentrated on housing, bedding and the cleanliness of the surroundings.

The quality and quantity of the food shall depend on the funds available.

Military discipline shall reign in the camps, with special emphasis on prohibiting any acts 
or words that could be interpreted as an affront to the prisoners’ dignity.

III. – Prisoners’ status

A study has been requested to suggest a particular status for these prisoners, though any 
suggestion that they represent lawful belligerents must be ruled out.

While awaiting the fixing of that status, the prisoners’ status shall be that of suspects being 
held in screening and transit centres. Once the 30-day limit for screening has passed, a 
request shall be made to the relevant administrative authorities for the prisoners’ assignment 
to camps for military internees.
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They shall on no account be brought before a court, except for those who have committed 
depredations or show such fanaticism as to jeopardize a change for the better in the thinking 
of the prisoners with whom they live.

IV. – Psychological measures and interrogation

Obviously the prisoners shall not enjoy prisoner-of-war status.

The Geneva Conventions are not applicable to them. Attempts to win them over through 
appropriate civics instruction shall be continued and intelligence-gathering by means of 
interrogation always authorized.

The psychological measures applied to the prisoners shall have the goal of persuading them 
to join the harkis or other military service, or to monitor the effects of psychological action 
taken among the indigenous civilian population.

The setting up of the camps for military internees should not be any extra burden on the 
zones since the cost of holding the prisoners is, in any case, currently being borne by the units 
in the individual screening and transit centres.

A report shall be made on the measures taken in response to this Directive and sent to the 
above address no later than 1 April 1958.

Signed: General R. Salan 
P.O. Brigadier-General Dulac 
Chief of Staff    84

84 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (12).





Bizerte 
(1961)

“You will have no choice but to take Tunisia,” Lord Salisbury is said to have told the 
French representative at the Congress of Berlin in 1878. “You cannot leave Carthage 
in the hands of the barbarians.” London wanted Paris to involve itself in the Maghreb, 
thus leaving Britain’s way free in Egypt.

Lord Salisbury’s cynicism was matched by that of Bismarck, who told the French 
ambassador: “The Tunisian pear is ripe. It is time for you to pick it.” Having no colonial 
ambitions there for the Reich, Bismarck was urging France – at others’ expense – to 
deepen its colonial adventure in the Maghreb as overseas compensation for its loss of 
Alsace and Lorraine to the Reich.

Encouraged by London and Berlin, and anxious to get in ahead of the young 
Kingdom of Italy, which also had designs on Tunisia, the French used a border incident 
as a pretext to march on Tunis. With the French army at the city gates, the Ottoman 
military commander accepted without resistance the French-dictated peace terms, 
leaving only the appearance of Ottoman sovereignty.

Heeding the lessons learned from its difficult conquest of Algeria, France refrained 
from taking formal control of Tunisia. The Treaty of Bardo in 1881 set up a protectorate 
that maintained a Husainid dynasty and the fiction of a national government. However, 
the treaty was not respected: growing French interference in Tunisian internal affairs 
and the monopolization of the best land by French settlers provoked the emergence of 
a resistance movement that led to riots and attacks on the French.

As in Algeria, France’s military collapse in 1940, the Allied landings in North 
Africa in November 1942, and the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu impressed upon 
Tunisians the extent of France’s enfeeblement and isolation.

Dien Bien Phu also triggered the implosion of the French government led by Joesph 
Laniel and its replacement by a new cabinet presided over by Pierre Mendès-France. 
Mendès-France had himself had an opportunity to gauge the strength of Tunisian 
nationalism when, as a lawyer, he had defended Tunisian militants in court. He was 
determined to spare France a new war. Thus, less than two weeks after the signing of 
the Geneva Accords that ended the Indochina war, he travelled to Tunis to announce 
a new policy regarding Tunisia and Morocco.

While in Tunisia, Mendès-France gave a speech in which he promised pow-
er-sharing there and in Morocco, where King Mohammed V was leading the push 
for national independence. French proposals for power-sharing or some other form of 
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autonomy short of outright independence were immediately rejected in both Tunisia 
and Morocco. Be that as it may, the word was now out: France was agreeing to a 
profound change in its relationship with Tunisia and Morocco. It had accepted the 
formation of an embryonic Tunisian government, in which representatives of the inde-
pendence movement would have to be included.

The outbreak of hostilities in Algeria accelerated the march to independence in 
both Tunisia and Morocco. This was because the French army – in a degree of disarray 
following its defeat in Indochina – was simply not up to the task of fighting simul-
taneously in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia. In 1955, France accepted independence 
for Morocco and Tunisia, which Morocco achieved in March 1956 and Tunisia later 
that month. However, the Franco-Tunisian independence agreement allowed France 
to keep its naval/air base at Bizerte, in the north of the country. It was one of the best 
ports in the Mediterranean.

A controversial base

The independence struggle in Tunisia never spilled over into armed violence. Though 
relations between France and its former protectorate were poisoned in the early years 
by events in Algeria, it was over the Bizerte base that resentment spiralled into violence.

When the French bombed Saqiet Sidi Yusuf in early 1958, the Tunisian government 
demanded that the base be closed. At mid-year, the Tunisian and French governments 
agreed that negotiations on Bizerte would begin in October. They never did, however, 
and French forces remained. In fact, in mid-1961 the runway there was lengthened to 
accommodate higher-performance aircraft.

Shortly thereafter, the Tunisian government, complaining that it had not been 
consulted, demanded that that the base’s closure now be negotiated.

The following month, on 17 July, Tunis declared that – having received no reply 
from Paris – the base would be blockaded. France reinforced its troops there. The 
first clash came two days after the blockade was announced. About 10,000 young 
“volunteers” began erecting barricades and stopped a number of French trucks; 30 
French soldiers were captured by them. French troops then went on the offensive, 
attacking the Tunisian army. By 22 July, they had surrounded, then entered, the town of 
Bizerte. A ceasefire was declared the next day. In September, Tunisian President Habib 
Bourghiba announced that, in view of the Berlin Crisis, the base would be allowed to 
remain open to the French for the moment.1

1 In the small hours of 13 August 1961, East German border guards and police – with Soviet 
help – erected tank obstacles and barbed wire all along the line dividing the Western-occupied sec-
tors (British, French and US) of western Berlin opposite the Soviet sector to the east, and between 
the Western sectors and East German territory to the north, west and south. This completely cut off 
West Berlin from the outside world. Crossing points were closed. On 29 August, the USSR began 
conducting nuclear tests again after suspending them for almost three years.
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A few weeks later, the Tunisian and French governments signed an agreement pro-
viding for a phased withdrawal of French troops from the town of Bizerte. The French 
left the base itself in 1963.

ICRC action

Care for the wounded

As soon as the violence started, the Tunisian Red Crescent asked the ICRC to urgently 
send medical supplies for treating the wounded. It also asked both the ICRC and the 
Tunisian government to approach the French authorities to ascertain ways of finding 
and evacuating both wounded soldiers and civilians.

Two days after fighting broke out, an ICRC delegate, Maurice Rouge, delivered 
the first consignment of medical supplies to the Tunisian National Society. A second 
delegate, Jean-Jacques Muralti, arrived the next day to make enquiries – among gov-
ernment and National Society officials –about needs on which to base comprehensive 
humanitarian action. He learned that the summer heat and resulting risk of an epi-
demic made care for the wounded and burial of bodies the priorities.

Muralti therefore went to see the commander of French forces at Bizerte and 
obtained his assurance that everything possible would be done to facilitate humani-
tarian work.2

Once the ceasefire was ordered, Muralti – realizing that the wounded could 
not be treated at the hospital in Bizerte (which by now had neither water nor elec-
tricity) – worked with both the French military and the Tunisian Red Crescent to 
organize five convoys of about 15 vehicles each, marked with the red cross. By the end 
of the night they had evacuated all the Tunisian wounded.

The same day, members of the Tunisian Red Crescent buried the bodies.3

Conveying protests about violations of humanitarian law

On 20 July, the Tunisian Red Crescent and the Tunisian government both asked the 
ICRC to press the French government to put an end to the violations of the Geneva 
Conventions – shelling civilian areas and machine-gunning ambulances marked with 
the red crescent – that they said were being committed by French combatants in the 
town of Bizerte.

2 ICRC Archives, B AG 202 (213), telegram from the Tunisian Red Crescent to the ICRC, 20 July 
1961; B AG 200 (213), mission report by Jean-Jacques Muralti, 4 August 1961. ICRC Annual Report 
1961, pp. 21–22. IRRC, No. 5, pp. 270–271.

3 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (213), mission report by Jean-Jacques Muralti, 4 August 1961.
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In accordance with established custom, the ICRC forwarded these protests to the 
French government.4

The next day, the head of the ICRC’s Paris delegation, Pierre Boissier, spoke to 
the president of the French Red Cross, André François-Poncet, about the Tunisian 
accusations. The president promised to write to the French foreign minister to remind 
him that the red crescent must receive the same respect as the red cross. Meanwhile, 
in Bizerte itself, French officers told the ICRC that during the hostilities all Tunisian 
vehicles had displayed the red crescent.

Pierre Boissier then went to the French foreign ministry himself and handed over 
the text from the Tunisian government. The next day, the head of the Tunisia depart-
ment replied that the French commander in Bizerte had already observed two truces 
of sufficient duration to enable the wounded to be gathered and evacuated from the 
combat zone. On 23 July, the French ordered a permanent ceasefire.

Nevertheless, the Tunisian Red Crescent and the Tunisian government insisted that 
an ICRC delegate be present for the exhumation of bodies of Tunisians who, they said, 
had been captured by the French, had had their hands tied behind their backs, and had 
then been executed. Michel Martin, who had replaced Jean-Jacques Muralti on 26 July, 
was approached to do this shortly after his arrival. Martin explained that it was not the 
ICRC’s role to verify evidence of alleged breaches of the Geneva Conventions. But the 
Tunisians continued to apply such pressure on him that he finally concluded he had no 
choice but to comply, though he insisted that he was doing this in a personal capacity. 
Thus, in late August, Martin watched as the bodies of Tunisian prisoners – with their 
hands in fact bound behind their backs – were exhumed.5

A few days later, the Tunisian government asked the ICRC to organize an inquiry 
into breaches of humanitarian law that it said had been committed by the French, in 
particular the summary execution of prisoners. In accordance with guidelines it had 
announced at the outset of the Second World War6 and confirmed in 1951,7 the ICRC 
replied that while it could itself not take part in such an inquiry, if the two parties 
concerned were to ask it to do so, it could appoint the members of an extra-ICRC 
fact-finding commission.8

On 29 August, the ICRC set out its position in a press release: “The ICRC is pre-
pared to receive all complaints concerning violations of the law of nations, or of the 
main humanitarian principles and to forward them to the party concerned.” However, 
it went on, regarding requests to investigate such incidents, it had closely followed the 

4 ICRC Archives, B AG 202 (213), telegram from the Tunisian Red Crescent to the ICRC, 20 July 
1961; B AG 202 (213), telegram from the Tunisian government to the ICRC, 20 July 1961.

5 ICRC Archives, B AG 202 (213), note from Michel Martin to the ICRC, 1 September 1961.
6 “Mémorandum sur l’activité du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge en ce qui a trait aux viola-

tions du droit international”, RIRC, No. 249, September 1939, pp. 766–769.
7 “The International Committee of the Red Cross and alleged violations of international law”, mem-

orandum, 23 November 1951, RIRC, Supplement, Vol. IV, No. 12, December 1951, pp. 229–232.
8 ICRC Archives, B AG 202 (213), telegram from the Tunisian government to the ICRC, 27 August 

1961; B AG 202 (213), telegram from the ICRC to the Tunisian government, 28 August 1961.
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“line of conduct” set out in its memorandum of September 1939, which was made 
widely known to governments. There was no provision in the Geneva Conventions for 
the ICRC itself to conduct an inquiry. However, it could name non-ICRC experts to 
a commission of inquiry into alleged violations of international law. It would do this 
only if both sides involved so requested.

The ICRC took this approach solely on the grounds that it would best enable the 
organization to continue taking humanitarian action on both sides.

Regardless, therefore, of the outrage provoked by violations of humanitarian law, 
the ICRC – if it wished to be able to discharge its humanitarian mission – was simply 
in no position to assume the role of “investigator or judge”.9

Two days later, Michel Martin was recalled to Geneva to explain in detail the cir-
cumstances in which he had been persuaded to be present at the exhumation.

Having questioned Martin, the ICRC sent the following note to the 
Tunisian government:

The Tunisian Red Crescent and the Tunisian Government have always shown goodwill 
towards the ICRC and endeavoured to help it in its work, for example by facilitating its 
activities to aid those affected by the Bizerte conflict. The ICRC experiences the spontaneous 
impulse – in particular given shocking discoveries that engender intense emotion – to do 
exactly what the Tunisian Red Crescent has asked it to do.

However, the ICRC is bound by a number of rules and by tradition. Only scrupulous respect 
for those rules and that tradition have enabled the organization to carry out its humani-
tarian work, and only unstinting respect can enable this in future. The slightest failure by 
the ICRC to observe these requirements would – over the long term, and inevitably even in 
the eyes of those today asking it to do otherwise – doubtless undermine the confidence that 
governments and others need to be able to place in the organization.

The rules binding the ICRC leave it perfectly free to receive complaints about violations 
of international law or the core humanitarian principles and to convey these to the party 
concerned and request that a detailed reply to the allegations be forthcoming.

However, the ICRC may not itself undertake an examination of evidence or otherwise engage 
in an inquiry by other means into alleged violations of international law.

There have been times when the ICRC has been asked to bear witness, after the fact, to evi-
dence of possible violations of international law or humanitarian principles. It has always 
refused these requests on the grounds that this would represent the first step in a process of 
inquiry for which the consent of both parties was needed.

In addition, noting evidence in this way would scarcely have a practical effect since in itself 
it could not reveal the circumstances in which violations had been committed nor constitute 
absolute proof of those violations.

9 ICRC press release No. 735b (untitled), 29 August 1961. See page 169.
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In connection with the conflict in Algeria, the ICRC was at one point asked by the French 
Government to go to the village of Melouza to view dead civilians there. The organization 
declined to send representatives since none of its delegates had been at the scene at the time 
the alleged events took place. The ICRC likewise refused to publish anything on the subject 
since it had not directly witnessed the events.

It is clear that if the ICRC were to appoint itself authority and arbiter, it would forsake 
in like measure the neutrality that it has always imposed upon itself vis-à-vis the various 
belligerents, the practical manifestation of which is to abstain from judgement. The ICRC 
does this not out of any sense of diplomatic nicety but rather because it constitutes a practical 
necessity if the organization is to carry out its humanitarian mission and come to the aid of 
the many people needing its help. For that mission – which must remain paramount for the 
ICRC – requires the organization to maintain, with all parties, ongoing relations marked 
by trust. To involve itself in any way in a dispute between the parties would inevitably lead 
to the alienation of – and the resulting cessation of goodwill and cooperation from – at least 
one of those parties. The ICRC’s task is to help the living. It must suppress any impulse it 
may have, owing to the horror and repulsion prompted by crimes committed in war or other 
violent situation, and abstain from acting as investigator or judge.

The ICRC is aware of the surprise and sometimes regret prompted by its policy in this regard. 
It understands such reactions, which it has often encountered in the past. At the same time, 
it knows that this policy has proved its worth over time and is soundly supported by the 
entire Red Cross Movement. The ICRC asks the Tunisian Red Crescent and the Tunisian 
Government to believe that its response in no way reflects indifference in the face of the tragic 
events that have been reported to it. The Red Cross implacably opposes such violence, but must 
do so with the means at its disposal and cannot take the risk of weakening its operational 
position in the process.

The delegate who was present at several exhumations carried out by the Tunisian Red 
Crescent has reported to the ICRC what he saw and the organization feels it possesses enough 
information to judge what it is appropriate to do. It stands ready to receive any further 
information that the Tunisian Red Crescent wishes to make known to it.10

A few days later, the ICRC’s delegate in Paris, Pierre Boissier, informed the foreign 
ministry and the French Red Cross of the steps taken by the Tunisian government and 
the Tunisian Red Crescent regarding alleged violations of the Geneva Conventions. He 
also conveyed the observations of a delegate who had been present – reluctantly and 
in a personal capacity – at the exhumation. Boissier’s contacts did not seem upset by 
the fact that a delegate had been present, especially as this same delegate was visiting 
French nationals in Tunisian hands.11

10 ICRC Archives, B AG 202 (213), note from the ICRC to the Tunisian government, 1 September 
1961.

11 ICRC Archives, B AG 202 (213), note from Pierre Boissier to the ICRC, 5 September 1961.
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28.  Bizerte, July 1961. ICRC delegate talking with commander of the Sidi Ahmed 
prisoner of war camp.  © Etablissement cinématographique des armées (ICRC/CID, V P TN-E-00003)

29.  Bizerte, 1961. Relief parcels being distributed to Tunisian prisoners of war in Nador. 
 © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P TN-N-00002-05)
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The French authorities did not ask the ICRC to set up a fact-finding body. The 
Tunisian government therefore finally turned to the International Commission of 
Jurists. Commission representatives interviewed witnesses at Tunisian Red Crescent 
headquarters in November 1961.

Visiting prisoners

After the ceasefire came into force on 23 July, Jean-Jacques Muralti was allowed to visit 
Tunisians being held by the French at the Bizerte base.

Meanwhile, the Tunisians had captured 30 French soldiers and arrested a number 
of French civilians living in Tunisia. Initially, Muralti was allowed to visit the soldiers, 
who were being held at a military base in Sousse.

When Michel Martin took over from Muralti, he continued the visits to Tunisian 
and French prisoners alike. He sought permission to visit the French civilians as well, 
and endeavoured to arrange a comprehensive release of all prisoners. In Paris, Pierre 
Boissier was simultaneously seeking the same all-round release.12

Release of prisoners

In early September, an agreement was concluded by Tunis and Paris for a comprehensive 
release of those held in connection with the events surrounding Bizerte. The prisoner 
exchange took place in several stages over the afternoon and evening of 10 September 
at Menzel Jemil, on a sort of no-man’s-land between Tunisian-held territory and the 
French base. At the request of both governments, the release was conducted under 
ICRC auspices and with the help of the French and Tunisian National Societies.

A total of 780 Tunisians were released (417 military personnel, two national 
guardsmen and 361 civilians) while, in all, 218 French were freed (34 military personnel 
and 184 civilians). Two French civilians, hospitalized at the time of the exchange, were 
released a few days later when their condition had improved.13

12 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (213), mission report by Jean-Jacques Muralti, 4 August 1961; B AG 
210 (213-078), notes from Michel Martin to the ICRC, 26 and 29 July 1961; B AG 210 (213-078), 
unsigned telegram to the ICRC (sent from Tunisia), 3 August 1961; B AG 210 (213-078), report 
on a phone call from Pierre Boissier to the ICRC, 22 August 1961.

13 ICRC Archives, B AG 210 (213-078), report on a phone call from Michel Martin to the ICRC, 
11 September 1961; “Échange de prisonniers à Bizerte”, note No. 9 from field delegates to ICRC 
Geneva, 18 September 1961. ICRC press release No. 737b (untitled), 11 September 1961.
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Conclusion

The Bizerte conflict was confined to the area of the naval and air base and was settled 
in a matter of days. There was no declaration of war from Tunisia or France. Yet neither 
side contested the application of the Geneva Conventions. This was in accordance with 
the first sentence of Article 2 common to all four Geneva Conventions: “In addition 
to the provisions which shall be implemented in peacetime, the present Convention 
shall apply to all cases of declared war or of any other armed conflict which may arise 
between two or more of the High Contracting Parties, even if the state of war is not 
recognized by one of them.”

The Bizerte conflict also prompted the ICRC to reaffirm its modus operandi 
regarding allegations of violations of humanitarian law.

Despite the verbal escalation, both Tunisia and France were concerned to prevent 
the fighting from going beyond the immediate surroundings of the Bizerte base. Above 
all, they sought to avoid a full-scale Franco-Tunisian conflict at a time when France 
was looking for a way out of the Algeria quagmire. There can be no doubt that this 
desire was reflected in the prompt resolution of issues of humanitarian concern arising 
from the fighting, in particular the release of all prisoners. That release may have gone 
ahead smoothly, but it was despite the very real obstacles caused by mutual distrust. 
In this respect, it can be said that the ICRC ultimately helped the dominant political 
desire, to avoid war, prevail.



Cyprus 
(1955–1965)

Struggle against British domination, 
and intercommunal clashes

Inhabited since antiquity by a Greek population, the island of Cyprus found itself suc-
cessively under the control of the Assyrians, the Egyptians, the Persians, the Ptolemaic 
kingdom in Egypt, and the Romans. Yet it never lost its Greek character. When the 
Roman Empire was fragmenting in the fourth century, Cyprus became a province of 
the Byzantine Empire. It was conquered by the Crusaders in 1191, the Venetians in 
1489, and the Ottomans in 1571. Ottoman rule, which lasted three centuries, saw the 
arrival of a sizeable Turkish population. Meanwhile, the Orthodox Church became the 
refuge for Greek identity, setting the stage for the political role it was to play in the 20th 
century. At the Congress of Berlin in 1878, diplomatic support from London – backed 
up by the Royal Navy making a show of force in the Dardanelles – enabled Istanbul to 
bring back into the fold some of the possessions it had lost during the Russo-Turkish 
War of 1876–1878. Cyprus was Britain’s reward for its support to the Ottomans. 
Possession of Cyprus – when added to possession of Gibraltar since 1701 and Malta 
since 1800, plus the majority of shares it held in the Suez Canal Company – made for 
British dominance in the Mediterranean. This was bolstered in 1882, when Britain 
occupied Egypt, which strengthened London’s grip on the route to the East Indies 
and made the Mediterranean, for several decades at least, very much an ‘English lake’.

In 1914, Britain took advantage of the Ottomans siding with the Central Powers in 
the First World War to formally annex Cyprus and, in 1925, to make it a Crown Colony. 
But the majority Greek population was growing weary of foreign domination, and aspi-
rations for independence or union with Greece grew steadily. The British suppressed 
these aspirations by means of a state of emergency, which lasted from 1931 to 1940.

During the 1950s, a high number of Greek Cypriots favoured Enosis – union with 
Greece – but the British were all the less willing to relinquish their sovereignty as their 
position in Egypt was now being threatened.

The two leading figures among those seeking union with Greece were Archbishop 
Makarios III and George Grivas, a former colonel in the Greek army. Grivas arrived 
secretly on the island in 1954 and set up a nationalist guerilla organization called 
EOKA (Ethniki Organosis Kyprion Agoniston, that is, the National Organization of 
Cypriot Fighters).
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The first bombs exploded in Nicosia, Limassol and Larnaca on 1 April 1955. The 
British arrested large numbers of people and the attacks continued throughout the 
summer, most victims being Cypriots hostile to EOKA.

In October, the British military, which had some 12,000 men in Cyprus, made 
many more arrests. In late November, a state of emergency was proclaimed. This did 
nothing to stop EOKA attacks. With Grivas hiding in the mountains, Cyprus had the 
atmosphere of a fortress under siege.

In March 1956, following failed negotiations, Makarios was deported to the 
Seychelles. In the months that followed, tensions mounted steadily, as did the number 
of incidents. British attempts to capture Grivas and demolish the organization were 
met by EOKA with a new wave of attacks. This struggle against the colonial power 
inevitably deepened the existing rift between the Greek and Turkish components of the 
population, especially as the British actively played one off against the other. If Greek 
Cypriots tended to favour Enosis, Turkish Cypriots favoured taksim: partitioning the 
island between Greece and Turkey.

“Cyprus is the key to Western Asia,” Disraeli wrote to Queen Victoria in 1878. 
Some 80 years later, its strategic importance was once again demonstrated when the 
island served as launching pad for the British component of the Suez Expedition.

In June 1958, Harold MacMillan, who had replaced Anthony Eden as British 
prime minister, proposed a new arrangement for ruling Cyprus, one that would bring 
into the British-run government both Greek- and Turkish-Cypriot ministers. But 
Turkey rejected the proposal, which provoked a fresh round of intercommunal clashes. 
Meanwhile, EOKA attacks against the British continued.

In early 1959, the prime ministers and foreign ministers of Greece and Turkey met 
in Zurich. They drew up a draft agreement on the status of Cyprus that avoided both 
extreme solutions, Enosis and Taksim.

This was immediately followed by a tripartite conference in London (Britain, 
Greece and Turkey) to which representatives of the Greek-Cypriot and Turkish-Cypriot 
communities were also invited. The Greek-Cypriot delegation was led by Archbishop 
Makarios, who had been returned from exile in 1957. The Turkish-Cypriot delega-
tion was headed by Fazil Küçük and Rauf Denktash. The conference resulted in an 
agreement stipulating that:
• Cyprus would become an independent republic with a Greek-Cypriot president 

and a Turkish-Cypriot vice-president
• Greece, Turkey and Britain would guarantee the island’s independence, territorial 

integrity and security
• Britain would retain two naval-air bases in Cyprus.

Given Turkish-Cypriot fears of total political marginalization, the constitution’s 
drafters refrained from basing themselves purely on the principle of majority rule: 
the Turkish-Cypriot vice-president of the new republic was given veto power. The 
constitution also stipulated that all major officials must have a member of the other 
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community as their deputy. However, the mutual distrust between the two groups 
prevented the system from working. Moreover, since Britain, Greece and Turkey were 
the system’s guarantors, whenever difficulties arose, the communities sought support 
from the ethnically corresponding guarantor rather than endeavouring to work things 
out between themselves.

The Republic of Cyprus proved virtually ungovernable, and in May 1963 Archbishop 
Makarios decided the time had come to revise the constitution. Vice-President Fazil 
Küçük, however, refused categorically and eventually resigned the following December, 
taking with him all the Turkish-Cypriot ministers and civil servants. Rauf Denktash 
went into exile in Turkey. Within days, armed intercommunal clashes broke out. 
EOKA spread panic among Turkish-Cypriots, who sought refuge in fortified enclaves 
defended by armed militias and ruled by their own administrations.

Cyprus found itself on the verge of civil war. In January 1964 the government 
accepted a joint British-Greek-Turkish proposal to hold a conference in London for 
finding a way out of the crisis. The conference broke down within days, however, and 
Britain thereupon suggested that the UN send a multinational force to keep peace on 
the island.

This proposal was adopted in early March by the UN Security Council, which 
dispatched the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP).

The first contingents arrived on the island at the end of March. By late May, it had 
its headquarters in Nicosia and some 7,000 personnel under its command.

In August, Greek Cypriots launched an offensive around the north-western town 
of Kokkina. The purpose was to impose a complete economic blockade on Turkish-
Cypriot villages and to control the coast west of Xeros in order to prevent help from out-
side reaching those villages. The Turkish government threatened to resupply Kokkina 
by force, and in fact shelled the area twice in September, thus lifting the blockade.

In the spring of 1965, there were new incidents near the northern town of Lefka, 
held by Turkish-Cypriots.

In an attempt to put an end to the clashes, the UN deployed its forces along the 
very lines separating Greek- and Turkish-Cypriots. The latter were henceforth forced 
to stay behind the “green line” separating the two communities.

In the second half of 1965, armed clashes died down and talks began between 
Greece and Turkey. But these failed, and violence flared up again in November around 
Famagusta. Nevertheless, the two governments pursued contacts throughout 1966 
and 1967, and in May 1968 direct talks between the two Cypriot communities began.
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ICRC action

Visits to Cypriots detained by the British (1955–1959)

Throughout the 1950s, the ICRC’s interest in political detainees continued to grow. 
In 1953 it organized a meeting of experts with the task of discussing how political 
detainees might be helped.1 In late 1955, with political tensions and armed clashes on 
the rise, the Greek Red Cross asked the ICRC to take action in aid of Cypriot detain-
ees.2 The ICRC therefore instructed David de Traz, its delegate-general for the Middle 
East, to travel to Nicosia from Beirut, where he was posted. Mindful of the failure of 
its recent attempts to take effective action in Kenya,3 the ICRC was “anxious to make 
its work as little ‘official’ as possible”.4

When he arrived in mid-December, de Traz met with the British authorities, 
Archbishop Makarios and the Greek consul. He obtained permission from the British 
to visit people detained in connection with the violence that had occurred in Cyprus 
since April, and now being held in two internment camps and Nicosia’s central jail. 
During the ensuing visits, de Traz interviewed the detainees of his choice in private.5

The following March, de Traz visited these three places again. True to its practice, 
the ICRC submitted a report to the British authorities assessing the conditions of 
detention and made recommendations for improvements.6

The following year, 1957, de Traz returned in March, August and November. In 
all, he made 11 visits to places of detention, during which he distributed aid to the 
detainees and interviewed their representatives in private.

In June and December 1958, de Traz visited five places of detention in Cyprus and 
made representations to the British authorities, who agreed to a number of improvements.

In June and July of the same year, another delegate, Paul Courvoisier, went to the 
island to look into the living conditions of Turkish-Cypriots who had been forced by 
the fighting to flee their homes.

The following April, de Traz returned to Cyprus for talks with the British author-
ities and then Archbishop Makarios. The upshot was that the ICRC’s activities should 
be wound up on the grounds that a political settlement had been worked out in the 
form of the island’s forthcoming independence.7

1 ICRC, Commission of Experts for the Examination of the Question of Assistance to Political Detainees, 
Geneva, June 9–11, 1953, ICRC, Geneva, 1953; also published in RICR, Supplément, Vol VI, 
No. 7, July 1953, pp. 124–131, and ICRC Annual Report 1953, pp. 84–91.

2 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (84), letter from the president of the Greek Red Cross to the ICRC, 
29 November 1955.

3 See p. 223 ff. of this book.
4 Jacques Moreillon, Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et la protection des détenus politiques, 

Institut Henry-Dunant, Geneva, and Editions l’Age d’Homme, Lausanne, 1973, p. 142.
5 RICR, No. 445, January 1956, p. 22.
6 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (84), Document D 528, undated.
7 ICRC Annual Report 1957, p. 37; ICRC Annual Report 1958, pp. 17–18; ICRC Annual Report 1959, p. 16.
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31.  Cyprus, 1958. Pyla detention camp.  © ICRC/Guy Gravett (ICRC/CID, V P CY N-00002b-14)

32.  Cyprus, 1965. ICRC delegate distributes relief packages to residents at a Greek-Cypriot 
old-people’s home in Limassol.  © ICRC (ICRC/CID, V P CY E-00017)
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Intercommunal clashes of 1963

At the end of 1963, Turkey’s consul-general in Geneva asked to be received by ICRC 
President Léopold Boissier. When the two men met, the consul told Boissier that the 
Turkish foreign minister had just informed him that Cypriot Vice-President Fazil 
Küçük had tried to contact National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in an 
attempt to secure relief for the island’s ethnic Turkish population, hard hit by the 
events. Küçük, however, had been denied access to the country’s postal services, which 
were in the hands of the Greek-Cypriots. He had thereupon approached the Turkish 
embassy in Nicosia. The consul was therefore conveying Vice-President Küçük’s request 
for relief action.

Boissier told the consul that in principle the ICRC was indeed able to act in cases 
of armed confrontation between different groups within a country. However, the 
organization took that action only when the number of people affected and other 
effects of the fighting crossed a significant threshold. Boissier asked the consul to 
do what he could to gather this information and to convey it to the ICRC as soon 
as possible.

Following this conversation, the ICRC called the British Red Cross to find out 
whether its staff in Cyprus had sent it information about people affected by intercom-
munal violence there. Since independence, a number of prominent Cypriots had been 
striving to set up a National Society. Though it had not yet received official recognition, 
the National Society had several chapters that were already hard at work. The ICRC 
learned that they had undertaken relief operations in liaison with both Cypriot ethnic 
communities and that the British Red Cross was planning to fly in milk, baby food 
and blankets, the only relief thus far requested.

That same evening, the ICRC sent a telegram to the Cypriot foreign ministry 
requesting permission to send a delegate to Nicosia to assess the need for humani-
tarian aid.8

The next day, the ministry replied that the Cypriot government gratefully accepted 
the ICRC’s offer.

The ICRC assigned the mission to Jacques Ruff, who arrived in Nicosia on the 
first day of 1964.

Meanwhile, British Red Cross staff on the spot were training the Cypriot Red Cross 
and coordinating its activities, carried out by Greek- and Turkish-Cypriots apparently 
ready to work together under its auspices. The cargo of relief dispatched from London 
had by now arrived, and two British Red Cross nurses had arrived the previous day.

Given the relief work under way by the British and Cypriot Red Cross, the ICRC 
decided not to send its own relief to the island for the moment. It instructed Ruff 
to look into further material needs and – since it had received a number of appeals 

8 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (84), internal note from Claude Pilloud, 27 December 1963; B AG 200 
(35), telegram from the ICRC to Spyros Kyprianou, 27 December 1963.
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regarding hostage-takings – gave Ruff the particular task of working in conjunction 
with the authorities to protect hostages being held by Turkish- and Greek-Cypriots 
and doing what he could to bring about their release.9

Assessing needs in Nicosia

Upon his arrival in Nicosia, Jacques Ruff contacted British Red Cross officials there 
and the leaders of the Cypriot Red Cross (whose president, Stella Soulioti, was also 
the country’s justice minister). He also met with representatives of the Political Liaison 
Committee, presided over by a British Army general, two Turkish-Cypriot ministers, 
two Greek-Cypriot ministers, and the heads of both the Turkish-Cypriot and Greek-
Cypriot militias.

The Turkish and Greek sectors of Nicosia were held by Turkish-Cypriot and Greek-
Cypriot militias respectively, and only those with a special pass were allowed to cross 
from one sector to another.

Accompanied by British Red Cross nurses, Ruff spent the first day visiting Nicosia’s 
various sectors, between which Red Cross vehicles were able to travel unhindered. He 
observed that relief distributions seemed to be conducted properly. In each sector he 
asked for lists of people who had disappeared, been killed, or forced to flee their homes.

However, Ruff was unable to gauge needs throughout the island since travel outside 
Nicosia was imperfect at best, and there was no way of knowing with certainty what 
was happening in other parts of the country.

The next day, Ruff was received by Vice-President Küçük, who expressed his con-
cern about a number of Turkish-Cypriot villages and asked Ruff to do his utmost to 
ensure that the bodies of Turkish-Cypriots in the possession of Greek-Cypriots were 
returned so that they could be buried according to Muslim rites. Ruff asked Küçük for 
a list of missing Turkish-Cypriots and gave him a list of missing Greek-Cypriots. The 
vice-president promised to launch a search for these people, but said he was doubtful 
any would be found because the Turkish-Cypriots no longer had any hostages or pris-
oners, all having been exchanged for people held by the Greek-Cypriots.

The following day, Küçük and Ruff talked again. The vice-president gave Ruff 
a list of Turkish-Cypriots reported missing or who were known to have stayed in 
Greek-Cypriot zones. A day later, Ruff gave Küçük a list, supplied by Stella Soulioti, 
of Turkish-Cypriots who had died in the Greek-Cypriot sector.

After four days in Cyprus, Ruff wrote the following assessment:

Relief: This is supplied by the British Red Cross, which works in close conjunction with both 
the Greek- and Turkish-Cypriot “welfare departments”.

9 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (84), telegram from Spyros Kyprianou to the ICRC, 28 December 1963; 
B AG 200 (84), internal note from Melchior Borsinger, 31 December 1963. ICRC Annual Report 
1964, pp. 14–15.
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Protection: The situation is extremely tense but, for the moment, the ceasefire seems to be 
holding. Both parties state that they are no longer holding either hostages or prisoners. On 
the other hand, both parties have asked the ICRC to take action to find missing people. The 
ICRC should therefore send to Cyprus a delegate specialized in tracing.

The next day Ruff had a meeting with the foreign minister of Cyprus, Spyros Kyprianou, 
to whom he described what the ICRC undertook to do in conflict-stricken countries, 
above all:
• visiting prisoners of war and interned civilians
• bringing about the release of hostages
• finding missing people
• reuniting members of families dispersed by the fighting
• supplying relief to people affected by the conflict.

Kyprianou told Ruff that there were no longer any prisoners or hostages in connection 
with the Cyprus conflict. He conceded, however, that the problems of missing people 
and dispersed families persisted, which was why the British Red Cross had opened an 
office to compile lists of people who were either missing or had fled their homes because 
of the fighting. It was hoped that collating these lists would reveal the location of people 
being sought by their families. As for relief, it was being carried out by the British Red 
Cross and its Cypriot counterpart in conjunction with the “welfare department” of 
each party to the conflict.

Ruff told Kyprianou of Vice-President Küçük’s desire to have Turkish-Cypriots 
who had died in the Greek-Cypriot sector buried in accordance with Muslim rites.10

Protest by Turkish Red Crescent

On 6 January, the Turkish Red Crescent Society sent a letter to the ICRC president 
complaining of the ill-treatment of Turkish-Cypriots and the obstacles facing relief 
shipments within the island. The Turkish Red Crescent asked the ICRC to take action 
on the basis of common Article 3 to ensure relief and better treatment for those affected 
by the events in Cyprus.

On 13 January, the president of the Turkish Red Crescent was received at ICRC 
headquarters. He told the ICRC that, according to information received by his organ-
ization, many Turkish-Cypriots – including women and children – had been killed in 
recent incidents. Several hundred people were being held hostage by the Greek-Cypriots 
and some 10,000 people had fled their homes in search of safety. On the basis of this 
information, the Turkish National Society had sent two plane-loads of medical supplies 

10 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (84), report by Jacques Ruff, 7 January 1964; B AG 200 (35), report by 
Jacques Ruff, 12 January 1964.
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to Cyprus a few weeks earlier. Thanks to action taken by the British, these aircraft 
had been able to fly 23 seriously injured people from Nicosia to Ankara for treatment. 
Finally, the day before Jacques Ruff’s arrival in Cyprus, the Turkish Red Crescent had 
flown into Nicosia a field hospital staffed by 20 people.

Despite these initiatives, the president of the Turkish Red Crescent said, the situ-
ation continued to deteriorate. His medical team was unable to leave Nicosia and 
thus unable to go to the villages where the worst violence was occurring. Isolated 
Turkish-Cypriots were in urgent need of relief supplies. The Turkish Red Crescent 
was therefore asking the ICRC to take immediate protection and relief action to help 
these Turkish-Cypriots.11

Assessing the situation in villages

When the roads were opened for traffic on 9 January, Jacques Ruff left Nicosia to visit 
nearby Turkish-Cypriot villages and draw up lists of missing and displaced people.

Turkish- and Greek-Cypriots alike assured Ruff that they were no longer holding 
any hostages or prisoners, yet rumours persisted in Cyprus of such detainees on 
both sides.12

It was announced on 13 January that Turkish ships would be arriving with Red 
Crescent relief supplies for Turkish-Cypriots. The issue of supplying relief was becoming 
increasingly politicized. The British Red Cross concluded that distributing relief in 
Cyprus was no longer something that it could do alone. It said that the time had come 
for an organization viewed as neutral by all parties to take charge of the relief effort, 
and asked the ICRC to do this.

With regard to the tracing of missing people, representatives of both communities 
called for an official tracing entity to be set up under the auspices of the Political Liaison 
Committee. They wanted the office to be staffed by three Turkish-Cypriots and three 
Greek-Cypriots, with an ICRC delegate assisting the tracing effort.13

It was agreed that, initially, the British Red Cross would continue maintaining lists 
of the missing and the displaced, and forward this information to the ICRC while 
that organization prepared to take responsibility for tracing. In his telephone calls to 
ICRC headquarters, Jacques Ruff stressed the urgent need to set up a proper tracing 
office in Cyprus. Rumours of hostage-takings were increasing, and several British 
Red Cross officials urged Ruff to insist on the need to set up a full-scale delegation in 
Cyprus. They hoped that an official ICRC presence would help end hostage-taking, 
bring about the release of those already taken, and thus help stop the slide into actual 
armed conflict.

11 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (84), letter from the Turkish Red Crescent, 6 January 1964; B AG 200 
(35), note from the president of the Turkish Red Crescent, 13 January 1964.

12 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (84), report by Jacques Ruff, 12 January 1964.
13 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (84), report by Jacques Ruff, 13 January 1964.
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Visit to London by senior ICRC official

To follow up the information arriving from Cyprus, the ICRC’s delegate-general 
for Europe, Melchior Borsinger, spent three weeks in London between January 
and February 1964. He met with senior members of the British Red Cross, who con-
firmed the need to send specialized tracing delegates to Cyprus. Borsinger assured them 
that the ICRC had already decided to send such a delegate, Albert de Cocatrix, along 
with another delegate to assist him.

Borsinger also met with the president of the Cypriot Red Cross. (Ms Soulioti was 
in London in her capacity as justice minister to attend an intergovernmental confer-
ence.) She described to Borsinger the situation on the island and confirmed that only 
the presence of a full-scale delegation there might help calm matters and reconcile 
the antagonists. Borsinger replied that the ICRC always concentrated on tasks that 
required a neutral humanitarian intermediary and that, in Cyprus, that meant finding 
hostages and other missing people and endeavouring to protect them.

Finally, Borsinger obtained an assurance from the British authorities that Britain’s 
ambassador to Cyprus14 would give ICRC delegates all the support they needed.15

ICRC delegation set up in Cyprus

Albert de Cocatrix arrived in Nicosia on 16 January as Ruff headed in the other direc-
tion, to Geneva. In the following days, two more delegates, Jean-Pierre Schoenholzer 
and Pierre Vibert, reinforced the delegation, which was quartered in the Ledra Palace 
Hotel, the only hotel situated in Nicosia’s neutral zone and thus the place where 
representatives of the island’s two communities, and those of the UN and Britain, 
crossed paths.

The ICRC sent the Cypriot government a telegram from Geneva on 17 January, 
confirming the setting up of the delegation whose primary mission was to trace missing 
people and to do everything possible to ensure that those affected by the events were 
protected in accordance with common Article 3. The telegram added that delegates 
also had the task of distributing relief in conjunction with the authorities and with the 
Cypriot Red Cross. A copy of the telegram was sent to the British and Turkish author-
ities. Since Greece had not approached the ICRC on the question, it received no copy.

As soon as they arrived, the delegates made contact with various influential people, 
such as Archbishop Makarios, Vice-President Küçük and General Peter Young, 
commander of British forces in Cyprus, as well as the liaison officer responsible for 
relief operations.

14 Or “high commissioner”, as Commonwealth ambassadors to other Commonwealth countries are 
called.

15 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (84), note from Melchior Borsinger to Geneva, 15 January 1964.
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In the course of their various meetings, the delegates endeavoured to gauge the situ-
ation and to devise a plan of action. It was clear to them that, even if active hostilities 
had indeed ceased some time ago, tensions continued to run high, with both commu-
nities hunkered down in their respective zones. Each community accused the other of 
detaining a number of its members. The Turkish-Cypriots estimated that over 200 of 
their number had disappeared and were presumably being held by the Greek-Cypriots; 
the latter estimated that several dozen from their community were being held by the 
Turkish-Cypriots after disappearing.

The delegates therefore set themselves the following objectives:
• search for missing people and bring about the release of hostages
• promptly carry out equitable relief distributions.

Jean-Pierre Schoenholzer was given the task of organizing relief distributions, but died 
suddenly, only four days after his arrival in Cyprus. He was replaced by Théophile 
de Mandach.16

Relief distributions

While the ICRC was setting up its delegation, the British Red Cross was continuing 
its relief activities on the island. It possessed supplies sufficient to meet the popula-
tion’s needs.

In late January, de Cocatrix met with the secretary-general of the Turkish Red 
Crescent to take stock of the situation. He concluded that the delegates themselves 
had to go to the different parts of the island in order to gain a clear picture.

In the days to come, the delegates surveyed the villages concerned. They concluded 
that supplying these places in the conventional manner was made difficult by hin-
drances to road traffic. However, Cypriot Red Cross and British military vehicles were 
allowed to travel freely, so they were able to deliver relief. They saw no need for the 
ICRC itself to take action at this stage.

Meanwhile, a relief committee was set up under the chairmanship of a British 
officer. It consisted of a representative of each of the two communities and the repre-
sentative in Cyprus of St John Ambulance. The ICRC and other humanitarian organ-
izations represented in Cyprus – the Turkish Red Crescent, for instance – assisted the 
committee in their capacity as observers.

The committee decided that the British Red Cross should continue to carry out 
relief distributions. Nevertheless, at the request of the Cypriot government and with 
the consent of the Turkish-Cypriots, the ICRC agreed to assume a degree of control 
over the relief effort owing to its independence of any political influence. The ICRC was 
therefore in a position to confirm not only that the British Red Cross was distributing 

16 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (84), telegram from the ICRC to the Cypriot Foreign Affairs Ministry; 
B AG 200 (84), report by Albert de Cocatrix to Geneva, 20 January 1964.
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relief in an exemplary manner, but that it was also being of great help to the ICRC. 
The vice-president of the British Red Cross travelled to Cyprus specially to take charge 
of all aspects of the relief operation.

Tracing the missing and releasing hostages

To impose rigour on the tracing endeavour, the delegation immediately opened an 
office in Nicosia to centralize all tracing requests covering the period of intercommunal 
conflict and all available information about people who had fled their homes.

In addition, believing that many of the missing were being held by the adversarial 
community, the ICRC requested permission to visit all places of detention in Cyprus. 
Albert de Cocatrix made the proposal in late January at the daily meeting of the 
Political Liaison Committee, which now consisted of:
• the commander of British forces in Cyprus
• a representative of the British ambassador
• the Greek ambassador
• the Turkish ambassador
• the commanders of Cypriot and Greek militias
• representatives of the Greek- and Turkish-Cypriot communities
• in the capacity of observers: the personal representative of the UN secretary-general 

and the head of the ICRC’s delegation.

The ICRC’s request for access to places of detention was approved by the Committee. 
The representatives of both communities authorized the principle of delegates making 
visits as soon as they wished.

The following morning, the delegates were received by the Cypriot interior minister, 
who gave them permission to visit Nicosia’s central prison and the prison in Larnaca. 
That same day the delegates visited the Turkish-Cypriot detainees in both prisons. The 
next day, they informed Vice-President Küçük of these visits, with the request that he 
likewise facilitate visits to Greek-Cypriots held by his community. Two days later they 
were able to visit the police station in Kyrenia, then held by the Turkish-Cypriots, and 
bring about the release of two Greek-Cypriots.

At the end of January, the ICRC effected the release of 28 Turkish-Cypriots being 
held at Nicosia’s central prison and the prison in Larnaca.

Following these releases, at which the ICRC had been present, the Political Liaison 
Committee agreed that delegates would be allowed to visit all detainees, anywhere and 
anytime – which amounted to permission from both communities to visit all places 
of detention.

In early February, Pierre Vibert and Théophile de Mandach managed to get into 
the besieged Turkish-Cypriot town of Louroujina and bring about the release of two 
old Greek-Cypriot women.
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The same day, de Cocatrix visited two Greek-Cypriot policemen and two other 
Greek-Cypriots at the Kyrenia police station.

In the following weeks, they visited 110 detainees (101 Turkish-Cypriots and 
9 Greek-Cypriots) in 16 places of detention. They obtained the release of 34 of them.17

New Turkish protests

In mid-February, the Turkish consul in Geneva went to the ICRC to protest, on behalf 
of the Turkish Red Crescent, against the inadequacy of the ICRC’s relief operation 
for Turkish-Cypriots. He criticized the ICRC in particular for not launching an 
international appeal for aid to Turkish-Cypriots displaced in the island’s interior and, 
according to the Turkish Red Crescent, completely destitute.

ICRC staff told the consul that, according to information from its delegates, the 
local market had sufficient supplies of food and clothing. The only problem remaining 
was the hindrance to road traffic and thus the distribution of relief. However, the 
20-member British Red Cross teams were successfully carrying out relief distribution. 
That said, the staff members assured the consul that the ICRC was prepared to review 
the situation if the Turkish National Society would provide precise information about 
the type and extent of unmet needs.

Several days later, the consul returned to the ICRC to protest once again, this time 
about difficulties encountered by staff assigned to the Turkish Red Crescent hospital in 
Nicosia. Doctors and nurses who had come from Turkey to replace part of the facility’s 
staff had been held for over 10 hours by Cypriot authorities attempting to block their 
entry into the country. Only after the Turkish consul in Nicosia intervened on their 
behalf were the personnel finally allowed to enter Cyprus.

The ICRC told the consul that when a National Society wished to undertake a 
relief operation in a foreign country, it must alert the National Society of that country 
and obtain permission from the country’s authorities.18 It seemed that the Turkish Red 
Crescent had failed in this case to consult either the Cypriot Red Cross or the country’s 
authorities. Nevertheless, the ICRC was prepared to do what it could to facilitate the 
Turkish Red Crescent’s work. It asked to be informed in advance of movements of 
personnel or supplies bound for Cyprus and promised that the delegation would act 
to clear the way.19

17 IRRC, No. 35, February 1964, pp. 83–84. ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (35), report by Samuel Gonard, 
13 February 1964; B AG 251 (84), report by Albert de Cocatrix to Geneva, 31 January 1964.

18 Resolution XI of the 10th International Conference of the Red Cross (Geneva, 1921), Handbook 
of the International Red Cross, 10th ed., International Committee of the Red Cross/League of Red 
Cross Societies, Geneva, 1953, pp. 452–453; Handbook of the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement, 13th ed., International Committee of the Red Cross/International Federation 
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, Geneva, 1994, pp. 729–730.

19 ICRC Archives, B AG 233 (84), internal note from Pierre Gaillard, 17 February 1964; B AG 200 
(35), internal note from Pierre Gaillard, 18 February 1964.
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ICRC approaches to Cypriot authorities

From the beginning of their visits to places of detention, delegates had the impression 
that there were categories of detainee to whom they were not being given access. The 
ICRC therefore approached the interior ministry with the request that the author-
ities immediately inform the ICRC of the arrest of any Turkish-Cypriot and indicate 
his place of detention. This request was agreed to. The ICRC gave the ministry a list 
of Turkish-Cypriots who had been reported missing, and asked it to provide all the 
information about these people in its possession.

In mid-February, Albert de Cocatrix made a similar request of Stella Soulioti, the 
justice minister. She immediately issued instructions that the ICRC be allowed to visit 
any Turkish-Cypriot detainees it wished to, including those held for penal-law offences. 
The next day, the delegates visited all those detained at Nicosia’s central prison.

Ten days later, delegates approached Vice-President Küçük for permission to visit 
about 30 Greek-Cypriots who they had heard were being held by the Turkish-Cypriots. 
Küçük gave them to understand that the Turkish-Cypriot combatants might let the 
ICRC visit the people they were detaining if the organization were able to find the 
21 Turkish-Cypriots who had disappeared in the district of Paphos during armed 
intercommunal clashes on 15 February. The next day the delegates travelled to Paphos, 
only to be told by the local police that they were holding no Turkish-Cypriots.

Nevertheless, the ICRC continued to receive tracing requests, mostly from Turkish-
Cypriot families. In all, over 200 people were missing. The delegation put pressure on 
the government for help in finding them. Ultimately, Archbishop Makarios released 
49 Turkish-Cypriots; they were handed over to ICRC delegates, who would return 
them to their families.

At the same time, the delegation was also trying to bring about the release of 
eight Greek-Cypriots, but discussions over this failed despite representations to Vice-
President Küçük made by the UN secretary-general’s personal representative.20

De Cocatrix returned to Geneva in early March and was replaced as the head of the 
ICRC’s delegation by Max Stalder, who had been instructed to pursue efforts to visit all 
detainees and bring about their release, and to strive to ensure that those distributing 
relief were in no danger.

Delegates continued criss-crossing the island throughout March, visiting Turkish- 
and Greek-Cypriot sectors in the hope of finding people arbitrarily detained and dis-
placed people reported missing by their families. They remained in constant touch 
with Archbishop Makarios and Vice-President Küçük. In Nicosia’s Turkish sector they 
managed to obtain the release of four policemen and one other Greek-Cypriot. Four 
Turkish-Cypriots were released by the other side.21

20 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), report by Albert de Cocatrix, 16 February 1964; B AG 251 (84), 
report by Albert de Cocatrix, 2 March 1964. IRRC, No. 37, April 1964, p. 184.

21 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), report by Max Stalder, 17 March 1964; B AG 251 (84), report by 
Max Stalder, 30 March 1964.
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Intercommunal fighting flares up again

New clashes erupted around Paphos in early March. Delegates managed to reach the 
scene on the 12th and persuaded the Greek-Cypriots to restore the water supply to the 
Turkish neighbourhood. They also freed a convoy of seven Turkish Red Crescent trucks 
carrying food that had been held up for a week by the Greek-Cypriots. With the aid 
of Cypriot police, they were also able to free food convoys held up by Greek-Cypriot 
“irregulars” on the road from Nicosia to Famagusta.22

Over the course of the next few months, the ICRC regularly approached officials 
from both communities for help in tracing missing people and freeing hostages. The 
difficulties were great, but with the aid of community leaders, they succeeded in finding 
some hostages and obtaining their release.

In response to an ICRC request for help, Archbishop Makarios declared that he 
firmly disapproved of all hostage-taking and all discrimination, and that he would do 
what he could to prevent these acts.23

Situation reassessed

In early June, the situation was reviewed by Pierre Boissier, who now headed the dele-
gation. The Turkish-Cypriots were still missing over 200 people, the Greek-Cypriots 
almost 40. Boissier felt that the missing must belong to one of three categories:
• those who had been executed
• those now living elsewhere
• those being concealed by their captors.

Boissier reasoned that the ICRC had virtually no chance of finding those in the last 
category. It was therefore his opinion that if the ICRC could not bring about the release 
of the abductees and obtain precise information about those who were dead, it should 
close its delegation within the month.24

At the same time, however, the British Red Cross was concluding that the growing 
hostility of the population towards the British obliged it to withdraw completely from 
the relief operation. It therefore strongly urged the ICRC to replace it in the joint relief 
committee that it had been running along with St John Ambulance.

Boissier realized that the members of the joint relief committee were in an extremely 
awkward position since they were perpetually being accused of espionage, illegal passing 
of messages, etc. He therefore concluded that there was no question of the ICRC taking 

22 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), report by Max Stalder, 17 March 1964.
23 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), note from Max Stalder, 19 May 1964. IRRC, No. 39, June 1964, 

p. 299.
24 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), note from Pierre Boissier to Geneva, 20 June 1964.
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over their work in its entirety. He suggested that the members of the British Red Cross 
team be immediately reduced from 15 to six and that the ICRC take the team under 
its own supervision.

The British Red Cross readily accepted this proposal, it being understood that the 
team would be withdrawn by 27 June.

In addition, the ICRC and the UN secured a promise from the Cypriot govern-
ment that it would continue allowing relief supplies from Turkey to enter the country. 
The UN accepted responsibility for delivering those supplies. Boissier then informed 
Geneva that he hoped to close the delegation within weeks, provided that intercom-
munal violence abated.25

Relief arriving from Turkey

At the end of June, Turkey announced that a new shipload of relief supplies was due to 
arrive in Famagusta on 14 July. This announcement met with major opposition. The 
Cypriot government announced that it would draw up a list of the only food items that 
could be imported for Turkish-Cypriots. Items not on the list must be purchased in 
Cyprus itself. This amounted to obliging Turkey to send relief in the form of cash. The 
Cypriot government justified this move on the grounds that though local production 
was sufficient, Turkish-Cypriots were no longer purchasing that which was produced 
locally, and this was harming Greek-Cypriot farmers.

In mid-July, the ICRC sent Boissier a telegram from Geneva instructing him to 
pursue his representations with the Cypriot authorities. He should base his appeals 
on Resolution XIX of the 19th International Conference of the Red Cross (New 
Delhi, 1957), which stipulated that relief of any kind must be distributed equitably 
to people affected by internal conflict and that the local authorities may not hinder 
this.26 The same day, Boissier was joined by a delegate specializing in relief operations, 
André Tschiffeli. The two lost no time in launching an assessment of needs among the 
Turkish-Cypriot population.

The next day, the ICRC telegraphed the Cypriot government from Geneva, asking 
it to allow the entry of relief sent by the Turkish Red Crescent. It cited the Geneva 
Conventions and International Conference resolutions, which, it wrote, guaranteed 
free access to relief in the event of internal strife.

Pierre Boissier also approached the government to ensure that the ship would 
be able to unload its cargo. However, when the ship arrived, the Cypriot authorities 

25 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), note from Pierre Boissier to Geneva, 10 June 1964. IRRC, No. 41, 
August 1964, pp. 433–434.

26 Resolution XIX of the 19th International Conference of the Red Cross, 19th International Conference 
of the Red Cross, New Delhi, October–November 1957: Proceedings, Indian Red Cross, New Delhi, 
p. 155. It should be noted that this resolution was primarily directed toward the National Society 
of the country affected by internal conflict, and was not intended to entitle the National Societies 
of other countries to take action there.
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refused permission for the unloading of the key supplies aboard (390 tonnes of flour) 
on the grounds that import duties had to be paid first. The authorities also demanded 
assurances that the supplies would on no account go to Turkish-Cypriot combat-
ants. Boissier responded that Turkish-Cypriots needed the supplies since their stocks 
were exhausted.27

The Cypriot government replied to the ICRC five days later. It said that there was 
an abundance of food in Cyprus, but the Turkish-Cypriots were spending their money 
to fund military activities and keeping stocks of relief food to supply their combatants. 
Therefore it was taking action to prevent the entry of items that were available on the 
local market.

The ICRC instructed Boissier to keep up his efforts to bring about the unloading 
of the ship. On 24 July, he informed ICRC headquarters in Geneva that permission 
had been given for unloading the 390 tonnes of flour and five tonnes of medicines, 
but the bulk of the cargo – 917 tonnes of clothes, clothing material, shoes, etc. – had 
not been unloaded.

At the end of July, Boissier and Tschiffeli finished their survey of needs, having 
gone to the Turkish neighbourhoods of Nicosia, Famagusta, Larnaca, Limassol and 
Paphos, and the Turkish-Cypriot towns of Lefka and Louroujina. These seven places 
accounted for almost three-quarters of the Turkish-Cypriot population. The majority, 
including people who had fled their homes elsewhere, were in need of relief supplies. 
The delegates had also visited eight Turkish villages scattered across the island. They 
had talked to village heads (mukhtars), to teachers, the officials responsible for supplies 
in each district, and those in charge of economic matters on each municipal council. 
They had also visited warehouses, studied Turkish-Cypriot statistics and talked to a 
range of inhabitants.

After completing the survey, the delegates concluded that a precise assessment of 
needs was very difficult because it was impossible to distinguish between combatants 
and non-combatants. They did also conclude, however, that the food situation in the 
Turkish-Cypriot community was critical and that relief would have to be sent in cash, 
the only means authorized by the Cypriot government.

Boissier and Tschiffeli also concluded that obtaining medical care was a major 
problem for Turkish-Cypriots, since travelling from one Turkish zone to another in-
evitably meant crossing a Greek zone. For Turkish-Cypriots this represented danger to 
life and limb. Boissier therefore suggested to ICRC headquarters that doctors be sent 
to Cyprus, it being understood that the UN would supply equipment and medicines.

The ICRC decided to send Dr Paul Ruggli, who arrived in Nicosia on 17 August 
and was later joined by Dr Michel Jequier.28

27 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), note from Pierre Boissier to Geneva, 27 June 1964; B AG 251 (84), 
note from Pierre Boissier, 20 July 1964.

28 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), report from the ICRC delegation in Cyprus, 2 August 1964. RICR, 
No. 549, September 1964, pp. 458–459.
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Fighting of August 1964

On 5 August the situation took a major turn for the worse, with fighting in Nicosia 
and around Kokkina, as well as attacks by the Turkish air force.

Delegates strove to help those affected. They went into the combat zones, escorted 
back to their homes people who had fled, and visited prisoners on both sides. André 
Tschiffeli brought the body of a Turkish pilot by night to the Turkish sector of Nicosia, 
just in time to defuse an ultimatum set by Turkish-Cypriot militias, who were threat-
ening to launch a general offensive if the body were not handed over.

The ICRC received many protests to the effect that the Turkish air raids had 
targeted civilians and hospitals. Delegates determined that the Turks had indeed 
destroyed a small makeshift hospital set up in a Greek-Cypriot house in the village of 
Pekky Ammos and displaying a red cross on the roof. However, since a tank had been 
parked against the structure’s wall (in violation of Article 18 of the Fourth Geneva 
Convention), it proved difficult to apportion blame.

Relief was now pouring into Cyprus from Greece, Canada, the US, Syria, East 
and West Germany, the USSR, Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, India and Cuba. Most 
of the donors assigned the relief to the Greek-Cypriot population but the supplies 
exceeded that community’s needs and could not be distributed to Turkish-Cypriots 
owing to the blockade by the Cypriot government. The blockade covered all items 
judged to be of military value: food, petrol, cement, batteries, vehicles, radios, shoes, 
clothing, etc.

Finally, Turkish-Cypriots were now no longer allowed to travel. In fact, the two 
ICRC doctors found that the Turkish-Cypriots were in any case confined to their 
villages or neighbourhoods because they were too frightened to venture outside. In 
some cases, doctors’ visits took place only once every few weeks. Even the ICRC’s 
doctors had great difficulty when they had to take Turkish-Cypriots to hospital, since 
the Cypriot authorities endeavoured to prevent this, especially in the case of men of 
fighting age.

Thus, 10 days into their mission, the ICRC’s doctors concluded that they could not 
carry it out unless they and their vehicles were allowed absolute freedom of movement, 
whoever the patient and whatever the medical supplies they were transporting.29 Since 
it was unable to obtain that freedom, the ICRC decided to end Dr Jequier’s mission in 
late September, leaving Dr Ruggli as the organization’s only doctor in Cyprus.

29 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), note from André Tschiffeli to Geneva, 10 August 1964; B AG 
251(84), note from Pierre Boissier to Geneva, 19 August 1964; B AG 251 (84), note from Michel 
Jequier to Geneva, 27 August 1964.
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Work to help Turkish-Cypriots continues

In September, the delegation received permission to take back to their villages some 
50 Turkish-Cypriots who had received medical treatment in Nicosia. It took this op-
portunity to also take medical supplies to Turkish-Cypriot doctors.30

In early September, the ICRC appealed to 14 National Societies for funds to help 
the Turkish-Cypriot minority. Their plight had grown particularly dire in Kokkina. The 
UN mediator and the head of the ICRC’s delegation, Max Stalder, travelled to the town 
on the 12th. They discovered that it had received no relief for several weeks. The next 
day, the UN sent in three helicopters loaded with UN and ICRC supplies. That day, 
Stalder and the mediator informed Archbishop Makarios of the situation in Kokkina 
and received his permission to send in the amount of relief they judged necessary.

In mid-September the blockade on the Turkish-Cypriots was lifted, enabling 
the delegation to turn its attention once again to visiting detainees and tracing 
missing people.31

Resumption of usual ICRC activities

The ICRC therefore focused its attention once again on resolving the cases of missing 
people, but difficulties continued to dog its efforts. Dr Ruggli did, however, succeed 
in tracing 22 people. The chances of finding others looked slim; most of them were 
likely dead.

Delegates also strove to visit all of those being detained by either side in a situation 
where scarcely a day passed without someone being seized by the other community. In 
some cases the person concerned disappeared without trace no matter how swiftly the 
ICRC launched enquiries. But there were other cases where the person was arrested 
and detained long enough for a police investigation to be instituted. In these cases the 
ICRC was allowed to go immediately to the place of detention, visit the detainee as 
often as desired and, if necessary, to carry out a medical examination.

Release of prisoners

In September 1964, ICRC delegates managed to bring about the release of seven Greek-
Cypriots and eight Turkish-Cypriots.

The following week, Max Stalder gave Archbishop Makarios a list of 24 Turkish-
Cypriots presumed detained by the Greek-Cypriots and requested the immediate 
release of those against whom no charges had been laid. Five days later, six of them 
were released unconditionally and two others on bail.

30 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), note from Michel Jequier to Geneva, 1 September 1964.
31 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), note from Max Stalder to Geneva, 15 September 1964.
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Meanwhile, Vice-President Fazil Küçük arranged the release of a Greek-Cypriot 
arrested the previous week by the Turkish-Cypriots.32

Relief

In September, a Turkish freighter was allowed to dock at Famagusta and unload its 
cargo of relief. Thanks to robust representations by the ICRC, no duties were required 
on the cargo, which were distributed under UN supervision to Turkish-Cypriots. The 
UN and the ICRC had agreed to coordinate their relief efforts, with the UN providing 
storage, transport and distribution and the ICRC’s delegation dealing with the Cypriot 
authorities for permission to unload the supplies.

In late October, Turkey’s mission in Geneva informed the ICRC that the Turkish 
Red Crescent was preparing to send a new shipment of relief to Cyprus. The ICRC 
recommended that the shipment be limited to items that faced no import restrictions 
and that the delegation be informed of the shipment’s contents ahead of time. Max 
Stalder contacted the Cypriot authorities for permission to import these items duty-
free. This was done when the shipment arrived on 14 November.33

At the approach of winter, displaced Turkish-Cypriots were in great need of shelter. 
However, tents previously sent to them had ended up in the hands of combatants. 
Archbishop Makarios therefore opposed the delivery of new shelters since they were 
considered to be of military value. The ICRC managed to obtain permission by pledging 
to monitor the use to which they were put. Some 400 tents were duly supplied by Great 
Britain and the United States.

During the winter that followed, delegates carried out numerous distributions 
of relief, in particular food, clothing and tents. They were even allowed to distribute 
relief in villages and neighbourhoods under blockade, provided they ensured rigorous 
monitoring of the use to which the relief items were put.34

Delegation closes

In July 1965, Max Stalder sent a report to Geneva in which he pointed out that the 
UN had set up patrols in almost every village on the island and that the UN officer 
commanding each zone therefore received requests for aid from the inhabitants. As a 
result, the delegation’s activities were now restricted to Nicosia and environs. This task 
could be carried out by a single person.

32 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), note from Max Stalder to Geneva, 29 September 1964; B AG 251 
(84), note from Max Stalder to Geneva, 7 October 1964.

33 IRRC, No. 44, November 1964, pp. 580–585. ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (84), note from Max 
Stalder to Geneva, 18 November 1964.

34 ICRC Archives, B AG 280 (84), notes from Jacques Ruff to Geneva, 6 February 1965, 18 March 
1965 and 4 May 1965; note from Max Stalder to Geneva, 25 June 1965.
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Within weeks, however, Archbishop Makarios amended the election laws, pro-
voking renewed political instability that caused the ICRC to postpone the recom-
mended staff reduction. The situation stabilized, however, and in October the ICRC’s 
Presidential Council, recognizing that the UN was able to meet any urgent need for 
humanitarian action, decided to close the delegation. Any remaining problems could 
be dealt with by separate missions sent from Geneva.

In Cyprus, Max Stalder began taking the steps needed for the delegation’s closure, 
set for the end of November. He met with Archbishop Makarios, who thanked the 
ICRC for everything it had done regarding hostages, political prisoners and missing 
people. He also expressed his gratitude for the organization’s willingness to return 
if necessary.

Conclusion

During the first phase of its work in Cyprus – an insurrection against British domin-
ation – the ICRC strove to secure protection and aid for Cypriots detained by the 
British, who authorized delegates to visit them and accepted some of their suggestions 
for improving the conditions of detention.

By contrast, during the civil war between the Turkish- and Greek-Cypriot commu-
nities, the methods used by the two sides in the conflict repeatedly thwarted the ICRC’s 
efforts. Hostage-taking was a common practice and the Turkish- and Greek-Cypriot 
authorities with whom the ICRC dealt did not have all their combatants under full 
control. As a result, the organization was never in possession of complete lists of people 
captured or killed in the various clashes. Attempts to trace people reported missing 
therefore yielded meagre results and, in the end, the delegations principal undertaking 
was providing the Turkish-Cypriot minority with relief supplies. This did not corre-
spond to the objective the ICRC had set itself at the outset, i.e. confining itself to 
activities requiring a neutral intermediary: visiting detainees, securing the release of 
hostages, tracing missing people and reuniting dispersed families.

When ICRC delegates arrived on the island, the British Red Cross was organizing 
regular relief distributions to both communities. Shortly after the ICRC’s arrival, 
however, it was forced to suspend this work because – with the Turkish Red Crescent 
beginning to send its own relief shipments, and the consequent growth of tensions 
between the two communities and general mistrust – the British Red Cross constantly 
found itself accused of siding with one community or the other, and even of espionage. 
Its staff could therefore no longer work in safety and the ICRC agreed to change its 
priorities and devote most of its efforts to relief.

This demonstrated two key realities. First, in the context of a struggle by the 
population of a colonized territory against the colonizer (i.e. the Cypriots against 
the British), the ICRC was able to work in accordance with the basic provisions of 
humanitarian law. That is, delegates were able to deal satisfactorily with the British 
authorities and therefore to visit detainees. Second, once the conflict changed into a 
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civil war between the Turkish- and Greek-Cypriot communities, delegates were unable 
to help the people under greatest threat because many of the combatants, as in all civil 
wars, simply did as they saw fit, with the result that basic provisions of international 
law were frequently trampled upon.

Though the ICRC managed to carry out a number of activities that facilitated 
mutual tolerance, it ultimately proved unable to work satisfactorily over the long term.





Kenya 
(1956–1957)

The Berlin Conference was convened by Bismarck in 1885 to resolve the clashing ambi-
tions of the European powers in Africa. The meeting recognized the sovereignty of the 
International Association of the Congo, presided over by King Leopold II of Belgium, 
throughout the Congo basin; but it also established the principle that if a European 
State occupied a point on the coast of Africa, it had rights to the interior, provided 
that it was truly in occupation of that point. This amounted to affirming that all of 
sub-Saharan Africa could be divided up between the European powers. And indeed 
Britain, France, Portugal, Germany and Italy, which held the various trading posts and 
ports along the coast, set about trying to seize the interior as well.

Britain, while having designs on the Gold Coast (Ghana), and the lower Niger and 
Bénué basins, among other parts of the continent, was particularly interested in East 
Africa and southern Africa. The Royal Navy had been masters of the Indian Ocean 
since the 18th century. In 1795, the British had seized the Dutch Cape Colony, and 
in 1882 had occupied Egypt, from where their forces penetrated further, into Sudan. 
Meanwhile, explorers, missionaries and traders were travelling up rivers toward Africa’s 
Great Lakes. All these ventures gave rise to a project to establish a chain of colonies 
that would link up British possessions in East Africa to the Nile valley in the north 
and southern Africa in the other direction, and ultimately a railway to connect Cairo 
and Cape Town, thus consolidating British possession of these territories.

Having come to an agreement with Germany about a carve-up of East Africa, and 
with France in exchange for its designs on Madagascar, Britain assumed control of the 
Sultanatae of Zanzibar, which became a British protectorate in 1890. The sovereignty of 
the Sultan of Zanzibar extended to the east coast of Africa, stretching from Somalia to 
the Portuguese colony of Mozambique. In 1895, the British established the East Africa 
Protectorate, which in 1920 became the Crown Colony of Kenya.

In 1901, construction was completed of a railway connecting Mombasa, on the 
coast, to Lake Victoria; an extension was planned to Uganda, which the Berlin con-
ference had allotted to the British sphere of influence. This railway opened Kenya’s 
highlands up to settlement by Europeans. The area’s rich soil and temperate climate 
were sure to attract large numbers of settlers, particularly British and South African. 
To facilitate their settlement, the colonial administration either purchased these lands 
from their indigenous owners subject to conditions that the sellers would soon contest, 
or simply seized them, making a mockery of ancient property rights.
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In the space of a few years, indigenous farmers found themselves reduced to agri-
cultural employees, tenant farmers or simple squatters forced to farm, for poverty-level 
wages, land that had until recently been theirs.

Thus it was the desire to recover their land that motivated people to join the nation-
alist movement that rocked Kenya in the 1920s. The leaders were Kikuyus, the farmers 
of the highlands and the majority in their part of the colony.

The Second World War brought a ban on nationalist organizations in Kenya and 
saw thousands of African Kenyans joining the armed forces. They fought in East Africa, 
the Middle East and Asia, an experience that changed their world-view. No surprise, 
then, that nationalist sentiment bloomed anew once the war was over and that vet-
erans were in the vanguard. Kenyan nationalists launched the first armed struggle in 
sub-Saharan Africa for freedom and independence.

Mau Mau uprising

In the late 1940s, the Kikuyus set up a secret society – the Mau Mau movement – for 
the purpose of driving out the British. Its leader was Jomo Kenyatta. In late 1952, the 
Mau Maus started killing large numbers of indigenous Kenyans loyal to the British.1

The British proclaimed a state of emergency in October of that year but the months 
that followed saw no abatement of the uprising: hundreds more Africans were massa-
cred by the rebels, and before the end of October, the first European was murdered. 
Between January and February 1953, five more Europeans, including a couple with 
child, were killed. In April, Kenyatta was sentenced to seven years forced labour, but 
the rebellion and killings went on. The British reinforced their troops and used them 
to assist the police and carry out sweeps during which thousands of Mau Maus were 
killed or captured. By the end of 1955, all the leaders of the uprising had been captured 
and the rebellion brought to a standstill. The state of emergency was finally lifted in 
1959, by which time some 10,000 Mau Maus had been killed in the fighting, as had 
2,000 Kikuyu civilians, 1,000 African soldiers and 58 Europeans and Asians.

In the intervening years, the disastrous Suez expedition had rendered inexorable 
the march towards independence by Europe’s colonies. Ghana was proclaimed inde-
pendent in March 1957, and was followed by most other British possessions in Africa. 
Jomo Kenyatta was released in June 1961 and led the Kenyan delegation to the 1962 
negotiations that resulted in autonomy, followed by full independence. Kenyatta was 
elected prime minister in June 1963. Full independence came half a year later, on 
12 December.

1 Nicolas Lanza, ‘Le CICR et le soulèvement des Mau-Mau au Kenya, 1952-1959’, MA thesis for the 
Faculty of Humanities of the University of Geneva, 2006, and “Le Comité international de la Croix-
Rouge et le soulèvement des Mau-Mau au Kenya, 1952-1959”, in Relations internationales, No. 133, 
January–March 2008, pp. 91–110. See also Fabian Klose, Menschenrechte im Schatten kolonialer 
Gewalt. Die Dekolonisierungskriege in Kenia und Algerien 1945–1962, Oldenburg, 2009.
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ICRC action

Approaching the British authorities

Ten days after the British declared a state of emergency, the ICRC’s Presidential 
Council pondered the situation in Kenya during a general discussion of that colony 
together with South Africa, Tunisia and Morocco. The Council’s hope was to draw 
up “a purely theoretical plan of action”. The following June, the Kenyan situation was 
taken up by the ICRC’s sub-committee for external activities, which wondered whether 
the military character of British operations in Kenya did not justify an ICRC presence 
(the exact terms of which would be determined later).2

Meanwhile, Pierre Gaillard, the staff member at headquarters responsible for moni-
toring events in Africa, repeatedly drew the attention of his superiors to the gravity of 
the crisis in Kenya.3 In February 1955, Roger Gallopin, the ICRC’s executive director, 
travelled to London, where he discussed Kenya with two representatives of the British 
Red Cross. But there were no practical consequences of this visit.4

Later, in June, the Presidential Council discussed Kenya. While it felt that the 
ICRC had a duty to take action in Kenya, the main challenge was determining the 
best way of persuading the British authorities.5 The following month, Marcel Junod, 
an ICRC member, went to the British Red Cross in London and proposed having the 
ICRC’s honorary delegate in South Africa – the Reverend Henri-Philippe Junod,6 a 
man who knew Jomo Kenyatta – visit Kenyatta in prison in Kenya, suggesting that 
this could constitute a first step toward visits to all Mau Mau detainees. Henri-Philippe 
Junod, a Swiss national who had been living in South Africa for 20 years, served as 
chaplain in the prisons there and had the particular task of tending to those sentenced 
to death. Since the Second World War he had carried out several short-term missions 
for the ICRC. In London, Marcel Junod asked the British Red Cross to forward his 
proposal to the British authorities.7 Later, the Reverend Junod was received in London 
by Lady Limerick, vice-president of the National Society. She introduced him to offi-
cials at the Colonial Office. However, the Colonial Office and the British Red Cross 

2 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 30 October 1952; B 
OP PV CAE, Minutes of the Commission for External Activities meeting of 30 June 1953. Jacques 
Moreillon, Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et la protection des détenus politiques, Institut 
Henry-Dunant, Geneva, and Editions l’Age d’Homme, Lausanne, 1973, pp. 130–134.

3 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (108), note from Pierre Gaillard, 17 June 1954; B AG 200 (108), note 
from Pierre Gaillard, 14 July 1954; B AG 200 (108), note from Pierre Gaillard, 31 August 1954; 
B AG 200 (108), note from Pierre Gaillard, 19 November 1954; B AG 200 (108), note from Pierre 
Gaillard, 2 December 1954.

4 ICRC Archives, B OP PV CAE, minutes of the Commission for External Activities meeting of 
22 February 1955.

5 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (108), note from Pierre Gaillard, 8 June 1955; A PV C1 Pl, minutes of 
the Presidential Council meeting of 23 June 1955.

6 See p. 67 of this book, footnote 2.
7 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, Minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 28 July 1955.
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rejected the ICRC’s view and considered the notion of Reverend Junod visiting Kenya 
as purely unofficial and personal in nature. Moreover, both agreed that the crisis there, 
far from constituting a civil war, was a tribal uprising that had now been brought under 
control. In the months that followed, Reverend Junod received no invitation to go to 
Kenya, even in a personal capacity.8

Thus 1955 ended without the ICRC being able to send a delegate to Kenya.
In the following year, the organization considered a number of ways to obtain per-

mission for an ICRC presence. To this end, Roger Gallopin took up the matter with 
a legal expert close to the British government, Colonel Gerald Draper.9

In November 1956, Draper wrote to the ICRC to inform it that a member of the 
House of Commons, Barbara Castle, had asked the government whether the organ-
ization had requested permission to visit the Mau Mau detainees. Alan Lennox-Boyd, 
the colonial secretary, replied that the ICRC had never requested such permission but 
that if this were done, permission would be granted.10 Draper enquired whether it was 
true that the ICRC had never requested access. If it had done so, what form had its 
request taken?

The organization replied with an outline of its undertakings to this end, particularly 
Marcel Junod’s mission to London.11

8 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (108), letter from Angela Limerick to Léopold Boissier, 9 August 1955; 
A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 12 August 1955; B OP PV CAE, minutes 
of the Commission for External Activities meeting of 22 November 1955.

9 An internationally renowned legal expert, Colonel Gerald I. A. D. Draper was one of the military 
prosecutors for the tribunals set up to try Nazi leaders in Germany from 1945 to 1949. After the war, 
he became a law professor at the University of Sussex and represented Great Britain in international 
law conferences, conferences for government experts on the development of humanitarian law, and 
the Diplomatic Conference on the Reaffirmation and Development of International Humanitarian 
Law (1974–1977). He became an ICRC consultant in 1956 [see Michael A. Meyeret Hilaire and 
McCoubrey (eds), Reflections on Law and Armed Conflicts: The Selected Works on the Laws of War 
by the late Professor Colonel G. I. A. D. Draper, OBE, Kluwer Law International, 1998]. ICRC 
Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meetings of 27 September 1956 and 
21 February 1957.

10 Lennox-Boyd’s response was recorded in the official report on the House of Commons debates: “I 
have received no such official request from the International Committee of the Red Cross. In August 
1955, through the good offices of the British Red Cross Society, an informal discussion took place 
between officers of my Department and Dr Henri Junod who made what was understood to be an 
offer in his personal capacity to visit camps in Kenya and place his experience of penal administra-
tion at the disposal of the authorities. The Governor who was informed of this offer, felt that he 
had ample advice at his disposal and did not therefore wish to trouble Dr Junod to make a special 
journey to Kenya, although he said that he would be pleased to see him if he were to pass through 
Kenya on his return to South Africa ”(Hansard, House of Commons, Official Report, Parliamentary 
Debates, 18 December 1956).

11 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (108), handwritten letter from Colonel Draper to Claude Pilloud, 
22 November 1956; B AG 225 (108), letter from Pierre Gaillard (Pilloud being absent) to Colonel 
Draper, 6 December 1956. Jacques Moreillon, Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et la pro-
tection des détenus politiques, pp. 144–145.
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About the same time, a Kikuyu living in London appealed to the ICRC to help 
his fellow Kikuyus detained in Kenya. This prompted the organization to get back in 
touch with the British Red Cross. In the meantime, it replied to its correspondent in 
London that the British authorities had not as of that date granted its permission to 
visit the detention camps in Kenya. It sent a copy of this letter to the British Red Cross. 
The National Society replied that if the ICRC desired access to the camps, it should 
direct the request to the colonial secretary in London. That request would be granted.

Given this British turnaround, the ICRC made a formal request to the government 
in late December for permission to take action in aid of people detained in Kenya in 
connection with the events there, and permission also to help the families of these 
people. This request was made even though Britain had not ratified the 1949 Geneva 
Conventions. Concluding his letter, therefore, President Boissier pointed out that 
only common Article 3 was applicable to the situation in Kenya. In January, Britain 
accepted the ICRC’s offer, while maintaining that common Article 3 was not applicable 
to Kenya.12 Referring to this claim in a book he published in 1958, Colonel Draper 
wrote that it was politically motivated rather than based on an objective assessment.13

As had been the case for its initial action in Algeria, therefore, the ICRC was being 
allowed access to Kenya on the basis of its spheres of competence under the Statutes 
of the International Red Cross, including its right to humanitarian initiative, and not 
on the basis of humanitarian law.

Visits to detained Mau Maus

The ICRC decided to send a mission to Kenya composed of Henri-Philippe Junod 
and Dr Louis-Alexis Gailland. They would visit the various camps containing people 
interned or imprisoned in connection with the Mau Mau uprising.

When the two arrived in Nairobi in February 1957, they made contact with the 
authorities and the local branch of the British Red Cross. They then set about visiting 
the detention centres and the “rehabilitation centres” where Kikuyus who had agreed 
to cooperate with the British were housed. As always, the delegates spoke in private 
with the detainees of their choice.

In the course of their mission, which lasted two months, they visited 52 camps 
and prisons, and 20 villages in Kikuyu districts. They saw a total of 28,500 detainees, 

12 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (108), letter from the ICRC to the British Red Cross, 5 December 1956; B 
AG 225 (108), letter from the president of the ICRC to Alan Lennox-Boyd, Secretary of State for the 
Colonies, 27 December 1956; B AG 225 (108), letter from the ICRC’s Colonial Office, 22 January 1957.

13 “Whatever may be said about the organization of the rebels in these territories, it is significant that 
several thousand troops were employed to quell the Mau-Mau in Kenya, the terrorists in Malaya, 
EOKA in Cyprus, and no less than 400 000 are employed in Algeria where the rebels are still active. 
The refusal of France and the United Kingdom to recognise that these conflicts fall within Art. 3 
has, it is thought, been determined by political consideration and not by any objective assessment of 
the facts”: G. I. A. D. Draper, The Red Cross Conventions, Stevens & Sons Ltd, London, 1958, p. 15.
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including 5,600 sentenced prisoners. They asked the British authorities to make a 
number of improvements to the conditions of detention.14

A second series of visits was carried out in June 1959 by the Reverend Junod and 
Dr Jean-Maurice Rubli.15 They visited over 35,000 detainees in 70 prisons and intern-
ment camps.

14 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (108), ICRC mission to Kenya, general report, from 20 February 1957 
to 18 April 1957. “The ICRC visits 38 detention centres in Kenya”, ICRC press release No. 594b, 
2 April 1957. “Return of the mission to Kenya of the International Committee of the Red Cross”, 
ICRC press release No. 603b, 23 April 1957. Henri-Philippe Junod, “La Croix-Rouge et l’Afrique 
subsaharienne, souvenirs et remarques au moment du centenaire”, in Genève-Afrique, Graduate 
Institute of Development Studies, Geneva, 1963, pp. 163–182, in particular pp. 173–178. “It took 
the International Committee of the Red Cross nearly two years to obtain British permission for a 
visit to the detention camps in Kenya. When they finally arrived for the first visit, in February 1957, 
it was on the understanding that they would be ‘concerned solely with the conditions of detention’ 
and would not pass any comments on the reasons for the detention camps or the political situation. 
Their report highlighted all of the sanitary and dietary problems that were by then well known to the 
Kenyan authorities, again documenting the high incidence of illness related to deficiency diseases, but 
did so in muted, passive tones that implied no especially harsh criticism of the policies of the Kenya 
government. What failings there may have been were instead assumed to be problems of ‘implementa-
tion’. The ICRC did not then publish their reports as a matter of policy, and so their findings were not 
made public at the time”: David Anderson, Histories of the Hanged: The Dirty War in Kenya and the 
End of Empire, W. W. Norton & Company, New York and London, 2005, p. 321. With regard to this 
first visit, Caroline Elkins quotes the note from Sir Evelyn Baring, Governor of Kenya, to the Secretary 
of State for the Colonies on 25 June 1957. In the note, the governor claims that Junod approved of 
the brutal methods that were used in some internment camps to break resistance and had said that 
the British were “angels” compared with the French in Algeria: “There were also the observations of 
Henri Junod, an old friend of Baring’s from his South Africa days and a delegate to the International 
Committee for the Red Cross (sic). In February 1957 Junod came to Kenya for an official, two-month 
tour of the detention camps and Emergency villages. The governor apparently sought counsel from the 
delegate on the issue of dilution, writing to the colonial secretary: ‘I privately discussed this question [a 
phase of violent shock] with Dr. Junod of the International Red Cross, who I knew well in South Africa 
and who has spent his whole life working with Africans and most of it with African prisoners. He has 
no doubt in his own mind that if the violent shock was the price to be paid for pushing detainees out 
… we should pay it.’ After touring the Mwea camps and witnessing dilution first hand, Junod turned 
to Gavaghan and said ‘Ne vous inquiétez pas [Do not distress yourself]. Compared to the French in 
Algeria, you are angels of mercy’. Interestingly, in Junod’s final report for the International Committee 
for the Red Cross (sic) dilution is nowhere to be found, despite the fact that he obviously witnessed 
the technique in practice and counselled the governor on its merits.” From Caroline Elkins, Britain’s 
Gulag: The Brutal End of Empire in Kenya, Pimlico, London, 2005, p. 331. Without questioning the 
authenticity of the document quoted by Elkins, it must nevertheless be pointed out that these words 
are not consistent with what we know of Junod, nor with the conclusions he drew in his reports on 
places of detention in Kenya. The question must be asked whether the governor distorted his words or 
falsely attributed them to him. After all, why would Governor Baring need Junod’s advice on repressive 
methods that the colonial administration had already been using extensively for months?

15 Jean-Maurice Rubli (1910–1976) was a Swiss doctor who went to work for the ICRC in 1941. He 
carried out a number of missions, visiting prisoners of war and civilian internees in Germany, the 
Netherlands, France and Belgium. He then worked in Kenya (1959), Jordan (1963), Yemen (1963) 
and Congo (1964), and carried out other short missions to the Middle East, Africa and Asia in 1970.
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34.  Kenya, Mau-Mau rebellion, 1957. Meeting in camp for civilian internees. 
 © Department of Information, Nairobi (ICRC/CID, V P HIST-E-01782)
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35.  Kenya, Mau-Mau rebellion, 1957. Detainees arriving at camp. 
 © Department of Information, Nairobi (ICRC/CID, V P HIST-E-01804)

36.  Kenya, Mau-Mau rebellion, 1957. Canal being dug in camp for civilian internees. 
 © Department of Information, Nairobi (ICRC/CID, V P HIST-E-01780)
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The places visited were only those holding detainees who refused to cooperate with 
the authorities. The delegates noted that the conditions there were particularly severe 
and suggested to the authorities that, among other things, the disciplinary regime 
be relaxed.16

In 1963, a regional delegation was set up that covered a number of countries in 
equatorial and southern Africa. Kenya was included, and the head of the delegation, 
Georg Hoffmann, went there when he took up his post. However, he conducted no 
visits, since by then Kenya was well on the way to independence.17

Conclusion

Kenya was the scene of the first armed uprising in sub-Saharan Africa against colonial 
domination. It was also the first place in Black Africa where the ICRC had worked 
since the Italo-Abyssinian War of 1935–1936, two decades previously. It was therefore 
the first instance of the ICRC endeavouring to provide protection and assistance in a 

16 “A second visit by the ICRC was permitted following the scandal of the murder of inmates at Hola 
Camp, having been proposed by London in 1959 as a way to help quell the political uproar that had 
ensued. The ICRC’s second report was more thorough, more probing, and far more critical. On 
this occasion the ICRC delegation asked to know why the detainees were not classified as prisoners 
of war, pointing out that the lack of this status denied them an important set of statutory rights 
under the Geneva conventions. Under these conventions, to which Britain was a signatory on behalf 
of the colonial possessions, internment should be precautionary, temporary and ‘not in any way 
punitive in character’. Detention in Kenya was unquestionably punitive, and could hardly be said 
to be ‘temporary’. By 1958, some had been in the camps for six years, and there was discussion in 
Kenya at the time of the ICRC’s visit that some detainees might be held ‘indefinitely’ if local loyalist 
communities did not want them released. As the ICRC pointed out, these were men who had never 
stood trial for any offence. The delegation revealed to the Kenya authorities that they were aware 
that following the first ICRC visit there had been ‘a sharp increase in persecution and bad treatment 
in reprisal for the complaints they had made to the delegates’. And they were again concerned that 
detainees might have been intimidated into silence and acquiescence. At the Senya work camp, they 
described ‘poker faces, drawn, without the slightest expression, and a few of them looked terrified’. 
Diet deficiencies and hygiene were again to the fore … ‘It seems incomprehensible’, they continued, 
‘that the health service officer … should not have noted this unsatisfactory situation.’ Prisoners suf-
fered vitamin deficiencies and were poorly nourished, and the incidence of disease in the camps was 
once again far higher than in the general population … When the Colonial Office received the second 
ICRC report, it was quietly shelved.” From David Anderson, Histories of the Hanged, pp. 321–322.

17 ICRC Annual Report 1959, pp. 13–14. Georg Hoffmann (1907–1989) was a historian born in Zurich. 
He did his doctoral studies at the University of Zurich under Carl J. Burckhardt. In 1943, he went 
to work for the ICRC. He was posted as a delegate to Sweden during the Second World War, where 
he met Count Folke Bernadotte. After the war, he carried out missions to India and Pakistan (1950–
1951) and Korea (1951–1954), before being assigned to the International Tracing Service in Arolsen 
(1955–1959). He participated in many temporary missions, including to Hungary (1956) and Tunisia 
(1958). After taking part in a mission to Congo (1960), he was appointed regional delegate, then dele-
gate-general for Africa. Even after reaching the age of retirement in 1972, he agreed to go on missions 
to India (Indo-Pakistani conflict, 1972), Egypt (Yom Kippur War, 1973) and Cyprus (1974).
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situation where Black Africans were struggling against a colonial power. The operation 
got off to a late start and the ICRC trod carefully, seeking to “highlight the univer-
sality of Red Cross principles”.18 Later, its Kenya operation would serve as a reference 
point when it launched other operations in Africa, particularly its vast relief effort in 
the Congo.

Regarding the legal basis for the ICRC’s work in Kenya, Jacques Moreillon rightly 
noted that, “in fact, one might justifiably assume that the ICRC would have met with 
a refusal if it had based its request on the applicability of Article 3. In Kenya as in 
Greece, the organization’s delegates were given entry to the prisons because, for the 
government, their presence did not suggest an implicit recognition of civil war. In 
other words, ICRC action in the event of internal disturbances was by now considered 
a natural aspect of its work, part of its ‘traditional duties’.”19

In Kenya as in other operational theatres of the day, the ICRC preferred a pragmatic 
approach that gave it access to the people it wanted to help, rather than running the 
risk of dispute with the authorities over the legal classification of the conflict.

The organization’s priority seems to have been access to detainees, whom its dele-
gates would be able to meet in their places of detention and talk with in private. 
However, the ICRC appears not to have made high-level representations to the British 
government over the deplorable conditions of detention and certain practices noted 
by the delegates.

One cannot but be struck by the gap between the scale of the conflict – from 
which thousands suffered – and the frankly over-modest means the ICRC brought to 
bear in helping these people. Obviously, the organization’s vision of the anti-colonial 
struggle in sub-Saharan Africa – of which the Mau Mau uprising marked the begin-
ning – remained paternalistic in nature. That vision failed to measure the challenge 
these events posed for a truly humanitarian organization.

18 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 30 October 1952. 
RICR, Supplement, Vol. X, No. 5, May 1957, pp. 100–101.

19 Jacques Moreillon, Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et la protection des détenus politiques, 
p. 146. On the ICRC’s activities to help political detainees in Greece, see Catherine Rey-Schyrr, 
From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of the International Committee of the Red Cross, 1945 to 1955, 
ICRC and Georg Editeur, Geneva, 2017, pp. 541–581.





Rhodesia and Nyasaland 
(1959–1964)

The colonization of Rhodesia and Nyasaland was part of the same imperial scheme as 
the colonization of Kenya. There were differences, however, that reflected circumstances 
in southern Africa.

In possession of the Cape Colony since 1795 and Natal since 1843, Britain took 
a dim view of the independence of the two Boer republics, Transvaal and the Orange 
Free State, and wished to incorporate them in a vast southern African federation. But 
the Boers clung fiercely to their independence and way of life. In the late 19th cen-
tury, the discovery of diamonds in the Orange Free State, and then of Africa’s biggest 
gold deposits in Transvaal, merely whetted Britain’s appetite. When Johannes Burger, 
president of Transvaal, attempted to make contact with the Germans – who, under 
Kaiser Wilhelm II, now had colonial ambitions that included southern Africa – Britain 
responded by seizing, between 1890 and 1893, the territories of Bechuanaland (today 
Botswana) and Matabeleland (Zimbabwe) as well as land along the upper Zambezi. 
This isolated the Boers, thwarted German ambitions in the area, and enabled the British 
Empire to incorporate lands that were fertile and reputed to be mineral-rich. However, 
this land-grab provoked strong resistance from the local populations: the Matabele 
(Ndebele) and the Shona. The resulting fighting was an intensely traumatic experience 
for these peoples, and burnt into their collective consciousness.

Southern Rhodesia became a Crown Colony in 1925. This brought a transfer of 
some powers to local bodies, which were dominated by European colonists. They 
organized that power for their own benefit. The territory’s uplands had attracted 
many colonists to whom the colonial administration – disregarding the traditional 
rights of the indigenous peoples – made large concessions of land. Once again, there-
fore, it was grievances related to land that fuelled the nationalist movement. This 
movement went on to be bolstered by rebellion against an increasingly discriminatory 
political system.
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37.  Rhodesia and Nyasaland.
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A disputed federation

Created in 1953 at a conference in London, the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland 
(or the Central African Federation) brought together Southern Rhodesia, Northern 
Rhodesia and Nyasaland.

The Federation had been desired by the colonists in Southern Rhodesia but was 
opposed from the outset by African nationalists, who campaigned for its dismantle-
ment. Racial discrimination was particularly acute in Southern Rhodesia, and black 
Africans feared that this would spread.

Nationalist demonstrations were promptly organized regularly across the Federation. 
In 1955, the City Youth League (later called the African National Youth League) was 
founded. The government issued a decree allowing police to arrest and detain people 
without trial. In 1956, the African National Youth League organized demonstrations 
in Salisbury, the capital of Southern Rhodesia. Some 200 people were arrested.

The African National Congress was founded in 1957. It was banned in early 1959 
and a state of emergency declared. Over 500 Congress members were arrested.

The National Democratic Party was set up by Joshua Nkomo in 1960, but banned 
the following year. It re-emerged as the Zimbabwe African People’s Union, with 
Nkomo as president and Robert Mugabe as secretary. However, Mugabe broke with 
Nkomo in 1963 and formed the Zimbabwe African National Union.

In mid-1964, Nyasaland was granted independence under the name Malawi. A few 
months later, Northern Rhodesia became the independent country called Zambia. 
The Federation had thus been jettisoned, but conflict was continuing and intensi-
fying in Southern Rhodesia. Whereas the principle of majority rule had been accepted 
with the transfer of sovereignty in Malawi and Zambia, political power in Southern 
Rhodesia was more firmly than ever in the hands of the white minority. The main 
leaders of the national liberation movements were arrested and, in November 1965, 
Prime Minister Ian Smith broke away from Britain and unilaterally declared inde-
pendence. This declaration was immediately condemned by the UN, and by the entire 
international community with the exception of South Africa, which was ruled by the 
apartheid regime. Rhodesia – by now almost completely isolated from the rest of the 
world – sank into civil war.

Fifteen years of armed struggle and international sanctions against Rhodesia finally 
brought the Smith regime to its knees. The three-month Lancaster House Conference 
of late 1979, held under British auspices, resulted in an agreement to adopt majority 
rule, along with guarantees for the white minority. A ceasefire went into effect on the 
eve of the new decade. Elections held in February 1980 brought Robert Mugabe to 
power as prime minister and the colony became independent in April under the name 
Zimbabwe – the name of the ancient kingdom that had dominated the area before the 
arrival of the first Portuguese colonizers.
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38.  Nyasaland, 1959. Delegate visiting the Kangedze internment camp. 
 © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P MW-E-00012)
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ICRC action – Visiting political detainees

Following the disturbances of February 1959, the ICRC instructed Geoffrey Senn,1 
its delegate in Southern Rhodesia, to ask the Federation government to allow him to 
visit the camps and prisons holding the people arrested at these events.

The ICRC request was accepted and, from May to December 1959, Senn carried 
out 17 visits to prisons, camps and people under house arrest – seeing a total 1,400 
detainees and internees. In every instance, he was allowed to speak freely and in private 
with the detainees of his choice. After each visit, he communicated to the detaining 
authorities his observations and suggestions for improving conditions and treatment. 
These recommendations were partially implemented. He ultimately drew up and sub-
mitted to the Federation authorities written reports on each visit.2

From 1960 to 1962, Senn continued his visits to people detained in connection 
with the state of emergency. In early 1963, the ICRC opened a regional delegation in 
Salisbury that covered equatorial and southern Africa. Georg Hoffmann was made 
its head. Over the course of 1963, Hoffmann visited the various countries covered. In 
1964 – with Senn spending most of his time in Congo – Hoffmann carried out a series 
of visits to places of detention and interment in Southern Rhodesia. The following 
year, he was transferred out of Salisbury by the ICRC to work elsewhere in Africa.3

After Hoffmann left, Senn carried on the visits in Southern Rhodesia. He visited 
a prison holding women considered political prisoners, and observed that their con-
ditions had improved. On the other hand, two visits to internment camps for men 
revealed that their families were experiencing great difficulties, as their breadwinners 
were detained and they had been deprived of income from one day to the next. Senn 
therefore asked the justice ministry to meet these families’ basic needs. He also appealed 
for help from the local Red Cross.4

1 Geoffrey Cassian Senn (1898–1981) was from St Gallen and held a degree in agriculture from the 
Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Zurich. He joined the ICRC in 1941 as a delegate in West 
Africa. He then became a stand-by delegate for Africa from 1947 to 1959. He carried out missions 
for the ICRC in Congo (1960–1966), Kenya (1967–1968) and Burundi (1970).

2 ICRC Archives, A PV C1 Pl, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 19 March 1959; A PV 
A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session of 3 March 1960; ACICR, B AG 225.231-009, 
letter from the secretary for home affairs to Geoffrey Senn, 18 April 1959. ICRC Annual Report 
1959, p. 14. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XII, No. 6, June 1959, p. 121; Vol. XII, No. 10, October 1959, 
p. 195.

3 RICR, Supplement, Vol. XIII, No. 3, March 1960, p. 46; Vol. XIII, No. 7, p. 141. IRRC, No. 1, April 
1961, p. 28; No. 5, August 1961, p. 259; No. 7, October 1961, pp. 386–387; No. 11, February 1962, 
p. 90; No. 14, May 1962, pp. 265–266; No. 16, July 1962, p. 368; No. 21, December 1962, p. 661. 
ICRC Annual Report 1960, p. 15; ICRC Annual Report 1961, pp. 15–16; ICRC Annual Report 1962, 
p. 16; ICRC Annual Report 1965, p. 34. ICRC Archives, ACICR, B AG 225.231-009, letter from 
Georg Hoffmann to the ICRC, 19 May 1965.

4 IRRC, No. 52, July 1965, pp. 359–360. For information on the ICRC’s activities in Rhodesia/
Zimbabwe from 1966 to 1980, refer to the corresponding annual reports.
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The civil war that followed Ian Smith’s unilateral declaration of independence 
prompted the ICRC to launch an operation on a vastly greater scale in order to pro-
tect and assist people affected by a conflict that, as the years passed, grew ever more 
destructive and bloody. But that is a story for a later volume of ICRC history.5

Conclusion

The ICRC’s work in the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland was marked by static 
continuity, in contrast to its other operations in equatorial and East Africa. This was 
due above all to the organization’s delegate in Salisbury, Geoffrey Senn, who had 
lived in Salisbury since the Second World War. He spent most of his time there, was 
in constant contact with the authorities, and was able to make regular visits to the 
various prisons.

Like the work carried out by the ICRC in the same period in Kenya, this operation 
focused on protecting detainees and aiding their families. Nothing suggests that the 
organization attempted to broaden the scope.

5 For ICRC activities from 1966 to 1980, please see the annual reports for those years.



Congo  
(1960–1965)

A dynamic and skilful ruler and a born wheeler-dealer, King Leopold II dreamed of 
giving Belgium an empire to match the industrial development the small country had 
achieved since its secession from the Netherlands in 1830.

By 1876, Leopold had already set his sights on central Africa – still virtually unex-
plored by Europeans – and set up the International African Association. The following 
year, the British journalist and explorer Henry Morton Stanley published his celebrated 
account of crossing the African continent from the Indian Ocean to the Atlantic, 
on the final stage following the Congo. Leopold hired Stanley and had the Congo 
basin explored. The king now created the International Association of the Congo and 
appointed himself its honorary president. The Association’s flag was raised at strategic 
positions in the interior. Leopoldville was founded in 1882.1

Deftly manipulating the rivalries between Britain, France and Germany, Leopold 
prevailed at the Berlin Conference. When it ended in early 1885, he had secured recog-
nition of the International Association’s sovereignty in the Congo basin, thus acquiring 
possession of land 77 times the size of Belgium.

Leopold had spoken to the Conference of the Association’s “civilizing mission” and 
humanitarian ends, in particular the abolition of slavery (on which the Europeans by 
no means had a monopoly) and alcohol trafficking in central Africa. It did not take 
long, however, for this philanthropic pretext to reveal itself as a brazen sham. The 

1 The former Belgian Congo became Zaire in 1971, before being renamed the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo in 1998. The names of major cities were also changed. During the period under review 
(1960–1965), the colonial names were still being used and therefore appear in this chapter.

 List of colonial names with subsequent changes:
Albertville:  Kalemie (Katanga)
Bakwanga:  Mbuji-Mayi (Kasai)
Coquilhatville:  Mbandaka (Équateur Province)
Elisabethville:  Lubumbashi (Katanga)
Jadotville:  Likasi (Katanga)
Katanga:  Shaba
Léopoldville:  Kinshasa
Luluabourg:  Kananga (Kasai)
Port-Francqui:  Ilebo
Stanleyville:  Kisangani (Tshopo Province)
Thysville:  Mbanza-Ngungu (Kongo Central Province)
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Association’s colonization of Congo was naked exploitation. It could count on no 
funds from the Belgian government, which was not prepared to back a project in no 
way answerable to it. Leopold decided that “the independent State of Congo” had to 
produce the capital needed for its own development. To make a profit from his enor-
mous investment, therefore, he had the Association thoroughly pillage the territory, 
selling land concessions to European planters, requisitioning local labour to work on 
plantations and in mines, and inflicting corporal punishment on those who resisted 
this requisitioning or failed to produce a sufficiently profitable result.

This system of brutal exploitation left deep wounds in the collective consciousness 
of the Congolese; it provoked periodic revolts and fuelled a radical rejection of any 
sense of colonial heritage.2

The oppressiveness of the regime in Congo prompted such indignation in Belgium 
that a public campaign forced the country’s parliament to take action. In order to 
cut short this scandal and respond to international pressures to end the brutality, 
the Belgian government took control of the colony in 1908. However, though the 
most egregious excesses were reined in, the culture of dominance that characterized 
Leopold’s venture remained essentially unchanged. Thus, though more Congolese 
children were attending primary school than in other sub-Saharan colonies –thanks 
mainly to missionary teachers – young Congolese had virtually no access to secondary 
schooling. With the exception of Catholic seminaries, the door to post-secondary 
education remained closed. The colonial administration trained not a single Congolese 
doctor, not a single engineer. Nor could the people rise to senior posts in the admin-
istration itself. Though tens of thousands of Congolese served in the Belgian armed 
forces in both World Wars, none was ever made an officer. Not until 1957 were the 
Congolese allowed the least chance to take part in the colony’s political life, not even 
at the local level.3

2 Henri Wesseling, Divide and Rule: The Partition of Africa, 1880–1914, Praeger Publishers, Westport, 
1996. John Iliffe, Africans: The History of a Continent, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
2007.

3 Gustave Moynier was president of the ICRC from 1864 to 1910. He was fooled by the philanthropic 
front put up by Leopold II and therefore enthusiastic about the Belgian king’s projects. From 1879 
to 1889, he served as publishing director of the monthly journal L’Afrique explorée et civilisée, which 
promoted the colonization of Congo, then as consul for the Congo Free State from 1890 to 1904. 
He stepped down in 1904, citing health issues, but accepted the title of honorary consul, despite 
the fact that the abuse under Leopold’s regime had already been revealed, most notably in Joseph 
Conrad’s short novel Heart of Darkness, which denounced the horrors that Conrad had witnessed 
while sailing up the Congo River as a pilot on the Roi des Belges. In Moynier’s defence, it could be 
said that he saw the free navigation of the Congo as a step forward for internationalism, which he 
supported, and Belgian colonization as a way to prevent Congo from becoming a battlefield for the 
greater European powers, and potentially leading to a new European war. Nonetheless, Moynier 
used his moral authority to shield a colonial venture that proclaimed itself a “civilizing mission”, but 
which led to the unjust and brutal exploitation of the Congolese people. He never went to Congo 
himself or criticized the colonizers’ appalling conduct.
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Moving towards independence

In 1955, Jozef Van Bilsen, a Belgian professor, caused a sensation by publishing a 30-year 
plan for Congo’s transition to independence. A year later, Joseph Kasavubu, who headed 
an association representing the interests of the Bakongo ethnic group,4 published a 
manifesto in Leopoldville calling for independence and rejecting the 30-year period.

Ghana was to gain independence in 1957 and Guinea the following year. African 
emancipation from European rule was in the air. Congo could not be an exception.

The opening days of 1959 saw widespread rioting in Leopoldville. A week later, a 
message from the king of Belgium acknowledged Congo’s right to independence and 
the need for this to come quickly, “with neither procrastination nor undue haste”. The 
fact was, however, that Brussels was no longer in control of the situation and it was 
obvious that Belgium would simply be unable to hold on to Congo by force. France’s 
defeat in Indochina and its struggle in the quicksand of Algeria had demonstrated all 
too well the immense difficulties of colonial warfare.

In January 1960, the Belgian government convened a Belgian-Congolese round-
table in Brussels. It set 30 June for Congo’s accession to independence, without having 
agreed on anything specific about what that independence would look like (structure 
of the new State, etc.).

In fact, the Congolese were profoundly divided among themselves, between those 
such as Patrice Lumumba and his Congolese National Movement, who favoured a 
close-knit, non-tribal and anti-colonial Congo, and those calling for a federal struc-
ture with a high degree of autonomy and respect for local differences between the 
various provinces.

The elections that followed the round-table gave a slim majority to Lumumba’s 
movement and thus to those least willing to cooperate with the former colonial power. 
As a result, Lumumba was assigned the post of future prime minister and Joseph 
Kasavubu the new republic’s president; but, ominously, the newly elected parliament 
saw every member rising to speak only on behalf of his own ethnic group.

From independence to civil war

With nothing having been done to prepare Congo for the event, independence was 
duly declared in June. Political, economic and military responsibilities were transferred 
overnight to people who had received no training for those weighty duties and had no 
experience in the conduct of public affairs.

In the presence of King Baudouin of Belgium, invited by the future Congolese 
government to take part in the festivities marking the occasion, Prime Minister Patrice 
Lumumba made a virulently anti-colonialist speech that sent ripples of panic out among 

4 The Kongo people are the dominant ethnic group in Leopoldville (Kinshasa) and the lower Congo 
region.
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the country’s 110,000 white residents and exacerbated a flight of capital already well 
under way in the weeks leading up to independence. The speech also worried those 
who had favoured substantial autonomy for the provinces within a loose federation.

Independence was followed by armed clashes in various parts of the country, despite 
measures taken by President Kasavubu and Prime Minister Lumumba to restore order. 
Despite their common purpose, the two men’s efforts were undermined by their per-
sonal rivalry.

The Congolese army, named the force publique, was made up of 25,000 soldiers and 
1,000 Belgian officers. On the morning of 6 July, soldiers mutinied against their officers 
in Thysville, 160 km from Leopoldville. In the hours that followed, the mutiny spread 
to almost every base in the country. The mutineers attacked not only their officers but 
also white civilians. Thus, less than a week after independence, the government was 
deprived of its main tool for keeping order in the country and holding it together. 
Ten days later, the army was renamed the National Congolese Army and given new 
leaders: General Victor Lundula and Colonel Mobutu Sese Seko, who was appointed 
chief of staff.

This did nothing to stop the flight of Europeans, who found refuge in Brazzaville, 
in Angola and – for those who managed to get aboard an aircraft – in Belgium. Among 
other things, this near-total flight of European civilians deprived the country of all its 
medical doctors.

On 10 July, Belgian troops landed in Elisabethville, the administrative capital of 
the province of Katanga, where over a third of the white population lived. The purpose 
of the operation was, purportedly, to reassure the whites. The following day, Moïse 
Tshombe proclaimed Katanga’s secession from Congo. The Congolese government saw 
in this an attempt to recover control of this mineral-rich province.

Katanga’s secession was immediately perceived as the signal to begin dismembering 
Congo. Apart from anything else, it robbed the Leopoldville government of its main 
source of income and thus the funds with which to pay civil servants and soldiers.

On 12 July, Belgian airborne troops landed in Leopoldville. They seized control of 
the airport and began evacuating the Europeans who wished to leave.

Kasavubu and Lumumba thereupon turned to the UN. The Security Council 
authorized the secretary-general to provide the Congolese government with the as-
sistance it needed until it was able to ensure order alone. Within days, the first UN 
contingents – Ghanaian and Tunisian – arrived in Leopoldville. There they were joined 
by Moroccan soldiers, who succeeded in crushing the Thysville rebellion. In the weeks 
that followed, other contingents – Canadian, Irish, Swedish and others – arrived.

Since the Korean War the UN had been too paralysed by Cold War rifts to 
discharge its mandate of preserving international peace and security. However, as 
decolonization progressed, the General Assembly began to fill with new, decolonized 
countries that began playing an increasingly important role. In fact, Secretary-General 
Dag Hammarskjöld saw in decolonization a new role for his organization. Thus, UN 
support for the Congolese government and preservation of the country’s territorial 
integrity were perceived as a test of the organization’s ability to shoulder this new task.
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Moreover, Congo’s sheer size and its central position within the continent meant 
that, were it to disintegrate, all of sub-Saharan Africa could be destabilized.

As the weeks passed, the situation continued to worsen, especially in the Kasai 
region. On 9 August, Albert Kalonji proclaimed the Independent Mining Republic of 
South Kasai. Ultimately, Kalonji had to flee the advancing Congolese army and seek 
refuge in Elisabethville, where he enjoyed Tshombe’s support.

Throughout the country, gangs of armed irregulars roamed the bush and robbed 
the local people.

In mid-August, the Belgian troops in Katanga were replaced by Irish, Malian, 
Moroccan and Swedish UN troops. The organization was deploying a peacekeeping 
force in Congo to act as a buffer and stabilize the situation. At the same time, however, 
the UN was the de facto guarantor of Congo’s territorial integrity. Since the country 
was threatened with break-up by the secession of Katanga and Kivu, the peacekeepers 
found themselves being inexorably drawn into the fighting and becoming a party to 
the conflict.

This situation led to a split between Kasavubu and Lumumba. Kasavubu wanted 
the UN troops to confine their role to that of buffer, while Lumumba expected the 
UN to bring an immediate end – by force if need be – to Katanga’s secession. This 
put him at odds not only with Kasavubu but also with Hammarskjöld. Failing to get 
what he wanted from the UN, Lumumba turned to the Soviet Union, thus dumping 
the Congo crisis into the midst of the Cold War.

In early September, Kasavubu announced on Radio Leopoldville that he was dis-
missing Lumumba as prime minister for his appeals to the USSR. Several hours later 
it was Lumumba’s turn to make a radio statement, declaring that Kasavubu was no 
longer president and that he, Lumumba, would henceforth serve as both prime minister 
and head of State.

Nine days later, it was Colonel Mobutu’s voice on the radio, saying that the army had 
decided to seize power owing to the chaos reigning in the country. It would stay until 
1 January 1961. Soldiers moved to occupy Leopoldville’s main post office, the parliament 
and the ministries. The army did not rule directly, however. Mobutu appointed a “Board 
of Commissioners-General” – young Congolese technocrats – to govern the country.

In November 1960, Antoine Gisenga installed a rival government in Stanleyville 
that was loyal to Lumumba. Gisenga had the support of General Lundula and a faction 
of the army. On 1 December, Lumumba was arrested in Port-Franqui while attempting 
to go to Stanleyville. He was imprisoned in Thysville.

On 17 January 1961, Lumumba and two followers were flown to Katanga, where 
they were murdered. Thereupon the governments of Bulgaria, Cuba, Czechoslovakia, 
Egypt, Ghana, Guinea, Indonesia, Mali, Morocco, Poland, Romania, Yugoslavia and 
the USSR recognized the Stanleyville government.

Within days, Mobutu was promoted to general in Leopoldville and made com-
mander of the armed forces.

By the end of January, therefore, the faction of the army loyal to Mobutu was in 
control of Leopoldville and Luluabourg, and the province of Equateur. The faction 
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loyal to General Lundula held territory around Stanleyville, Kindu, Bukavu and 
Manono. Secessionist forces commanded by European officers held Katanga and 
South Kasai.

In late April, various Congolese leaders, in particular Kasavubu, Mobutu, Kalonji 
and Moïse Tshombe, met at a conference in Coquilhatville, capital of the Equateur 
province. On 28 April, as he was about to return to Elisabethville with his foreign 
minister, Evariste Kimba, Tshombe was arrested at the airport. They were detained 
in Coquilhatville until the conference ended, then transferred to Leopoldville, where 
they were held until allowed to return to Elisabethville. In Elisabethville, Tshombe 
expressed his determination that Katanga should remain independent.

In early August, a coalition government led by Cyrille Adoula took over the task 
of governing Congo. Tshombe was excluded from the coalition.

At the end of August, UN troops launched a large-scale offensive against the 
Katangese “gendarmerie”. Two weeks later, Dag Hammarskjöld arrived in Leopoldville. 
A week later he decided to fly to Ndola in Rhodesia, to meet with Tshombe. However, his 
airplane crashed in circumstances that have never been fully clarified and Hammarskjöld 
was killed. Despite this disaster, the UN and the Katangese government reached a 
ceasefire agreement in mid-October and, at the end of the month, exchanged mili-
tary prisoners. This agreement did not, however, end the fighting or in any way resolve 
Katanga’s political situation.

In November, General Lundula travelled to Leopoldville, where he agreed to serve 
under Mobutu. Antoine Gisenga, however, remained in Stanleyville.

In Kasai, Albert Kalonji’s followers were facing growing opposition. Kalonji was 
arrested in Leopoldville at the end of the year and sentenced to two and a half years 
imprisonment. However, he managed to escape to Bakwanga the following September 
and went into exile in London.

Gisenga was arrested in Stanleyville in January and taken to Leopoldville, where he 
was placed under house arrest before being imprisoned on Bula Bemba island, at the 
mouth of the Congo.

Meanwhile, in southern Katanga, UN troops were still fighting Tshombe’s forces. 
In late December 1962, heavy fighting broke out in Elisabethville. Two days later, the 
UN were in control of the city. Katangese refugees crowded the border with Rhodesia 
while UN troops continued to bring the province under their control. In mid-January, 
Tshombe secretly fled Elisabethville for Kolwezi, where he announced that he was 
willing to end Katanga’s secession and then went into exile in Madrid. Some days later, 
UN forces entered Kolwezi, meeting no resistance.

In Leopoldville, the situation remained tense. In October 1963, opposition move-
ments formed a “National Liberation Committee” that based itself in Brazzaville with 
Christophe Gbenye at its head and continued to support various rebellions in various 
parts of the huge country across the river.

Gaston Soumialot was working under Gbenye’s orders. In Kivu in April 1964, 
Soumialot led a revolt that spread to northern Katanga, Kasai and the province 
of Orientale.
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Two months later, Tshombe returned to Leopoldville from Madrid and called 
for national reconciliation. The next day, he was joined by Kalonji, who had returned 
from London. In early July, Kasavubu announced that Tshombe had been given the 
task of forming a new government. He would be prime minister and also have the 
portfolios of foreign affairs, information and foreign trade. Thus, Congo’s territorial 
integrity was placed in the hands of the very man who, four years earlier, had initiated 
its dismemberment by leading Katanga’s secession.

At mid-year 1964, UN forces withdrew completely from Congo.
Five weeks later, rebel troops commanded by “Colonel” Victor Olenga seized 

Stanleyville. Olenga announced on Radio Stanleyville that he was now “head of the 
Revolutionary Government of Eastern Congo”. A month later, Radio Stanleyville 
announced the founding of the People’s Republic of the Congo, with Christophe 
Gbenye as prime minister and Gaston Soumialot as defence minister. Foreigners in 
Stanleyville were taken hostage.

By September, however, the national army was gradually regaining control of much 
of rebel territory. Thousands of rebels had been killed, as had a number of hostages.

In Stanleyville, Gbenye – who accused the United States and Belgium of sup-
porting Congo’s national army – still held 900 foreign hostages, whose lives appeared 
increasingly at risk. In late November, an airborne battalion of the Belgian army took 
the city. Seeing the aircraft approaching, the rebels fired on the hostages, killing some 
40 and injuring about 30 others. The survivors were released.

As the early months of 1965 passed, the Leopoldville government managed to 
reinforce its positions and secure its control of the main cities. Late in the year, Joseph 
Kasabuvu, still president, dismissed Tshombe, and some weeks later Mobutu took 
power. His coup d’ état began decades in power, during which he and his family tight-
ened the reins of power and took control of the country’s resources.

ICRC action 5

Delegation opens in Leopoldville

In July 1960, the representative of the French Red Cross in Brazzaville sent an urgent 
message to headquarters in Paris requesting ICRC action to bring about the release 
and evacuation of women and children who had been held prisoner for the past two 
days by the Thysville mutineers.

Alerted by the French Red Cross, the ICRC sent a telegram to Geoffrey Senn,6 a 
Swiss national who had been living in Rhodesia and had already carried out missions 

5 Sandrine Rudolf von Rohr, ‘L’intervention du CICR au Congo au lendemain de l’indépendance (1er 
juillet 1960–30 juin 1961)’, final-year project for bachelor’s degree, Faculty of Humanities, University 
of Geneva, 2006.

6 See p. 235 ff. of this book.



 congo (1960–1965) 249

for it. Senn was asked to contact the French Red Cross representative in Brazzaville, 
and then travel to Leopoldville.

The ICRC informed the Belgian Red Cross of Senn’s mission. The National Society 
replied that it was sending three staff members, including its vice-president, Raymond 
Lemaire. Their task was above all to organize relief for people fleeing Congo. The 
Belgian Red Cross asked the ICRC to postpone Senn’s arrival by two days so as to 
enable it first to gain a clear picture of the situation.

The ICRC agreed, while pointing out that it had no plans to give Senn the task of 
organizing relief since that was the Belgians’ responsibility. Senn’s instructions were to 
act as a neutral intermediary in helping all those – Europeans and Africans – affected 
by the crisis.

In mid-July, after reading the report by Lemaire, who had returned to Brussels, 
Prince Albert, the president of the Belgian Red Cross, called on the ICRC to send a 
delegate to Congo as quickly as possible to coordinate with the authorities the evacu-
ation of Europeans who were living under siege in a number of places.7

Senn now hurried to Leopoldville. The ICRC also sent Charles Ammann, the 
head of its relief division, to meet Lemaire; he returned from Brussels the same 
day, accompanied by the relief director of the League of Red Cross Societies. Once 
Ammann and Senn were together in Leopoldville, the ICRC sent a telegram to the 
Congolese foreign ministry announcing that they had arrived. It also informed the 
UN secretary-general.8

When he arrived in Leopoldville, Ammann determined that the priority was to 
secure the release of the hostages held by the mutineers – both in the capital and the 
provinces – and evacuate them. He viewed supplying the rest of the population with 
vital supplies as a difficult enterprise, but not yet a matter for alarm. Ammann set 
himself up at the Red Cross Youth headquarters, where 150 young Congolese, with 
their Belgian leader, were operating a round-the-clock ambulance service and assisting 
displaced people who had gathered at the airport. (Congo’s future National Society 
had not yet been recognized. It was composed mostly of Red Cross Youth branches 
set up by the Belgian Red Cross in the former colony.)9

7 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (229), report on a telephone call between the Belgian Red Cross and the 
ICRC, 14 July 1960.

8 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (229), telegram from the ICRC to Congo’s minister for foreign affairs, 
14 July 1960; A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 14 July 1960.

9 Given the egregious lack of preparation for Congolese independence, many in the Belgian Red Cross 
doubtless saw it as their National Society’s particular post-colonial duty to help develop Congo’s 
new National Society.
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Release of hostages

Ammann worked quickly to organize an all-Congolese relief convoy to Thysville: 
it was made up of Red Cross Youth volunteers. Flying the ICRC flag, it passed the 
various rebel roadblocks without incident and returned the next night with 40 pas-
sengers – men, women and children.10

Ammann and Senn also worked with the UN and local Red Cross branches to 
organize flights into the interior and talks with the rebels in order to free captive 
women and children. However, this project fell by the wayside as the general situ-
ation deteriorated.

Appeal for medical personnel

Speaking on behalf of the UN secretary-general, and supported by League Secretary-
General Henrik Beer, the assistant director-general of the World Health Organization 
(WHO) now asked the ICRC to urgently send between five and 10 medical teams to 
help make up for the grave lack of medical staff and the disorganization of the medical 
services following the departure of all Europeans. Given the extent of disturbances in 
Congo, it was decided that the ICRC would be in charge of running the medical oper-
ation and that the League would recruit the medical personnel from National Societies. 
The ICRC and the League therefore sent out a joint appeal on 22 July to the National 
Societies of the following countries: Austria, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Haiti, 
Iran, Italy, Lebanon, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey 
and Yugoslavia. Concerned to maintain strict neutrality, the two organizations did not 
approach the National Societies of the great powers.

Within 48 hours, nine National Societies (Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iran, 
Lebanon, the Netherlands Norway, Sweden and Yugoslavia) had announced that they 
were ready to send personnel.11

Reinforcing the delegation

In late July, the ICRC’s presence in Leopoldville was bolstered by the arrival of Dr Jean-
Louis de Chastonay and Pierre Gaillard. Gaillard took charge of the delegation, with 
the special task of coordinating the work of the medical teams sent by the National 
Societies. Ammann returned to Geneva.

10 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (229), report on a mission to Congo by Charles Ammann, from 14 to 
29 July 1960.

11 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (229), report on a mission to Congo by Charles Ammann, from 14 to 
29 July 1960; B AG 251 (229), note from Pierre Gaillard to the ICRC, 31 December 1960.
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40.  Congo, 1960. Japanese Red Cross medical team in Inongo. 
  © ICRC (ICRC/CID, V P CD N-00102-04)

41.  Congo, 1960. Japanese Red Cross medical team in Inongo. 
 © ICRC (ICRC/CID, V P CD N-00102-02)
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The ICRC assesses its response

At its last meeting in July, the Presidential Council approved the measures taken thus 
far. However, concerned to preserve the ICRC’s independence and that of the Red 
Cross generally, it insisted on the necessity of ensuring that the sending of medical 
teams and action by the WHO should did not, under any circumstances, result in the 
Red Cross submitting to instructions from an inter-State body.

The Council also stressed that, even if the Congo operation were prolonged, it 
should nevertheless be viewed as temporary since taking action in emergencies was 
essentially what the ICRC did. It therefore felt that the operation should be handed 
over to the UN and the Congolese authorities as soon as possible. To this end, the 
Council decided to send a delegate to help the local Red Cross quickly transform itself 
into an independent and effective National Society capable of taking over medical 
and other Red Cross activities in Congo. Jean-Pierre Schoenholzer was assigned this 
mission. Finally, given the communication problems with Leopoldville, the Council 
decided to send an ICRC director, Claude Pilloud, to explain matters to the head of 
the delegation.12

Putting medical teams to work

As July ended, it was becoming clear that the nine medical teams sent to Congo 
were insufficient for tackling the existing needs. The hospitals outside Leopoldville, 
especially in Kasai, had no medical staff at all. The ICRC and the League therefore 
launched an appeal to 18 National Societies (Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Colombia, 
Czechoslovakia, East Germany, India, Ireland, Japan, Mexico, New Zealand, Pakistan, 
Philippines, Romania, Spain, Thailand, Venezuela and West Germany) to which they 
had not previously appealed. A few days previously, the ICRC and the League had con-
cluded an agreement about their respective areas of competence in the Congo operation.

Among other things, the agreement stipulated that, given the violence racking 
Congo, the ICRC would assume responsibility for all international Red Cross action 
in the country.

The National Society medical teams would retain complete independence at the 
clinical level but would receive general directives from the ICRC delegation according 
to the arrangements that the delegation worked out with the local authorities, the 
WHO and, if necessary, UN forces.13

Within days, the National Societies of Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Czechoslovakia, 
East Germany, Ireland, Japan, Pakistan and West Germany confirmed their read-
iness to send medical teams. Offers also came from the Polish Red Cross and the 
Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR. The ICRC sent detailed 

12 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 28 July 1960.
13 ICRC Archives, B AG 110, agreement between the ICRC and the League, 25 July 1960.
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instructions regarding the medical teams to Pierre Gaillard, the head of its delega-
tion: he must (1) ensure that they were assigned only to indispensable medical work 
in places where existing services were inadequate, and (2) do everything possible to 
ensure their safety.

As the various teams arrived in Leopoldville, Gaillard did his best to assign them in 
a useful fashion, but the persistently dangerous conditions in some areas were an obs-
tacle. The UN furnished the ICRC with aircraft, but serious crashes (overloaded planes 
struggling off and onto runways of inadequate length) were only narrowly avoided. 
In some cases, delegates had only half an hour to show the teams to their places of 
assignment and settle them in.

The ICRC could not continue its work in such circumstances. It therefore asked 
the UN secretary-general to have an aircraft assigned exclusively to the ICRC at all 
times. In September, Dag Hammarskjöld cabled the ICRC that the WHO would lend 
it a DC-3 with a crew for ICRC travel within the country. A few days later, delegates 
began using the aircraft to visit the various medical teams and monitor their stocks of 
food and medical supplies.

With this logistical obstacle removed, the ICRC soon had 28 Red Cross and Red 
Crescent medical teams working throughout Congo. They totalled 98 people, 52 of 
them doctors.14 The National Societies’ efforts enabled the Red Cross to create an 
embryonic national medical service in the months following independence.

At the WHO’s request, the teams’ mandate was extended several times and finally 
ended in mid-1961.

Distributing relief in Kasai

Since their arrival in July 1960, ICRC delegates had been receiving alarming reports 
from various parts of the country, in particular Kasai, where inter-tribal fighting was 
affecting countless people. To assess the potential for ICRC action, Geoffrey Senn 
travelled in early August to Luluabourg, where a team from the Norwegian Red Cross 
was treating the wounded with the help of Congolese nurses.

When Senn arrived, he heard that some 100 people had been arrested in the city 
because they were found not to be carrying identity papers. He contacted the local “inte-
rior ministry” and asked that these people be released, which they were the next day.

In the days that followed, Red Cross Youth volunteers helped Senn distribute 
UN-supplied food to displaced people living on the city’s outskirts. He then flew to 
Bakwanga with a planeload of relief supplied by the UN. During the 150-km flight, 
Senn noted that all the villages had been torched; he saw no signs of life. In Bakwanga, 
Senn worked with the local authorities to provide thousands of people who had fled to 
the city with UN relief: 38 tonnes of food were distributed over several weeks. This op-
eration was interrupted by the arrival of the Congolese army, which met with resistance 

14 RICR, Supplement, Vol. XIII, No. 10, October 1960, pp. 205–210.
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from the local population. Countless people were wounded or killed, and Senn found 
himself struggling along with the Australian medical team at the Forminière hospital 
to meet the staggering needs.15 He also visited foreign nationals who had remained in 
Bakwanga and urged the local authorities to ensure that they came to no harm.

In September, Senn returned to Luluabourg, where he made several visits to the 
main prison. At the end of the month, he began organizing the transport of 300 tonnes 
of food from Luluabourg to Bakwanga, to feed hungry displaced people. Seeking ve-
hicles and a military escort to ensure a safe trip, he approached Colonel Mobutu, who 
gave his consent in principle. However, when Senn arrived in Luluabourg the following 
afternoon, the military commander there told him that he had received no orders to 
furnish the ICRC with a military escort. He nevertheless agreed to provide Senn with 
the Forminière hospital’s vehicles, which had been requisitioned by the army. The 
convoy thus left for Bakwanga, where Senn was helped by Congolese nuns and priests 
to carry out the distribution.

In October, Senn organized several more convoys of food relief supplied by the UN 
and churches for displaced people in southern Kasai.16

Releasing detainees and tracing missing people

Owing to the persisting crisis, many foreign nationals sought to leave Congo. But 
the chaos was such that the ICRC had to confine to the cities its work to help them. 
In Leopoldville, for example, delegates did their utmost to visit foreigners arbitrarily 
detained by armed groups. Thus in late August, 15 Belgian soldiers – four of them 
wounded – were released and flown out of the country.

One of the delegation’s major activities was tracing missing people. Geneva therefore 
sent a specialist, Louis Jaquet, to Leopoldville. Having few resources to meet the needs 
in such an immense country, however, the ICRC looked for people in the provincial 
capitals who would help with the tracing effort.

In early August, Geoffrey Senn travelled to Stanleyville to assess the tracing pos-
sibilities in that part of the country. He also approached the public prosecutor with 
a request for the release of people arbitrarily detained, and some were released in the 
days that followed.

Poor communications in the country’s interior meant that replies to tracing requests 
reached the ICRC at a very slow pace. However, the Congolese Red Cross had a weekly 
15-minute slot on Radio Leopoldville, and the ICRC arranged for part of this time to 
be used to broadcast news regarding missing people.

15 ACICR, B AG 251 (229), report by Geoffrey Senn to the ICRC, 4 August 1960; report by Geoffrey 
Senn to the ICRC, 15 August 1960. The Forminière and Union Minière du Haut-Kantanga (Mining 
Union of Upper Katanga) were the two main mining consortiums in the Belgian Congo during the 
colonial period.

16 RICR, Supplement, Vol. XIII, No. 10, October 1960, pp. 207–208.



 congo (1960–1965) 255

Finally, the delegation decided to hire a Congolese and assign him to tracing his 
missing compatriots.17

Working with the Congolese Red Cross

Prior to independence, Congo had but one branch of the Belgian Red Cross with an 
African membership. In April 1960, the Belgian National Society asked the ICRC 
what it could do to foster the creation of a Congolese National Society. In its reply, the 
ICRC quoted Resolution XI of the 10th International Conference of the Red Cross 
(Geneva, 1921) regarding Red Cross branches set up in colonies: “In the overriding 
interest of the Red Cross, [the National Societies of colonizing countries should] set 
an example and use their influence in such a way as to promote the setting up of a new 
National Society as quickly as possible.”18 The ICRC therefore urged the Belgian Red 
Cross to strive for the creation and development of a Congolese Red Cross by training 
local people to lead it. It also urged the Belgians to make the Red Cross’s principles 
known to the entire population “so as to engender a general sense of respect for the 
organization and its emblem”.

But when independence came, Congo had no National Society able to meet the 
needs. The ICRC decided to invest in building a Congolese Red Cross that would one 
day be able to take over at least part of the ICRC’s activities. It assigned this task to 
Jean-Pierre Schoenholzer.

In August 1960, the head of the ICRC’s delegation, Pierre Gaillard, briefed 
President Kasavubu on the respective roles and activities of the ICRC and National 
Societies. He stressed the new Congolese State’s need to become bound by the Geneva 
Conventions and to further a National Society’s creation and then its independence 
from the government. A few weeks later, Gaillard described to the foreign minister 
the procedure required to accede to the Geneva Conventions and set up a National 
Society. He once again emphasized the importance of independence for the Red Cross 
vis-à-vis both the national authorities and international organizations.

When Schoenholzer arrived in mid-August, he found the organization consisting 
almost entirely of Red Cross Youth sections, with very few Congolese adults involved. 
He concluded that it would be difficult in the short term to find men and women 
willing to take a leading role.

To make matters worse, the organization had no funds; in fact, it had major debts. 
The uniforms, and the vehicles and other equipment, were all unusable. Nevertheless, 

17 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (229), note from Pierre Gaillard to the ICRC, 5 August 1960; B AG 
251 (229), report from Pierre Gaillard to the ICRC, 29 August 1960; B AG 200 (229), report from 
Geoffrey Senn to the ICRC, 17 September 1960; B AG 251 (229), report from Geoffrey Senn to 
the ICRC, 12 October 1960; B AG 200 (229), report from Geoffrey Senn to the ICRC, 26 October 
1960.

18 Handbook of the International Red Cross, 10th ed., International Committee of the Red Cross/
League of Red Cross Societies, Geneva, 1953, pp. 421.
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the ICRC felt that every effort should be made to quickly develop a viable National 
Society. It instructed Schoenholzer to proceed with his mission.19

Relations with the UN

From the start, the delegation worked closely with the UN, which provided it with 
transport, for example to convey medical teams to their assignments. Pierre Gaillard 
attended the weekly meetings of specialized UN agencies or bodies.

In late August 1960, Gaillard met with the UN’s military chief of staff, who had 
been asked by the Leopoldville government to organize the Congolese army. Gaillard 
requested that he remind all senior officers of the value of the red cross as a protective 
device and the need to respect, in all circumstances, any structure, vehicle or person 
displaying the emblem.

Meanwhile, in Geneva, the Presidential Council was meeting in extraordinary 
session to review the Congo situation. The Council noted that events were forcing 
the UN to become a party to the growing violence, and noted also that there was a 
possibility of its becoming involved in an armed conflict with Congolese belligerents. 
The Council therefore instructed the delegation to prepare for this eventuality and, in 
particular, to find out whether the UN possessed the instructions needed to implement 
the Geneva Conventions.

Shortly thereafter, Pierre Gaillard returned to Geneva and was replaced as the head 
of the delegation by Maurice Thudichum, who lost no time in raising the issue with 
the head of UN civilian operations and the secretary-general’s representative in Congo. 
Both assured him that UN troops would comply with the Conventions. Some days 
later, the UN informed the ICRC that “the Force shall observe the principles and 
spirit of the general international Conventions applicable to the conduct of military 
personnel ”.20 The UN’s reply was identical, in every word, to what Dag Hammarskjöld 
had written to the ICRC in 1956 regarding compliance with the Geneva Conventions 
by the UN Emergency Force (UNEF) in the Middle East. The UN reply therefore 
contained the same ambiguity since it undertook to “observe the principles and spirit” 
of the Geneva Conventions, as opposed to those treaties’ specific provisions.21

This ambiguity was academic in UNEF’s case since it served as an authentic 
buffer between opposing forces and never had to use its weapons. The Congo was 
very different. The UN there was being inexorably drawn into the conflict and it was 
clear that it would sooner or later find itself a party to that conflict.

19 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the ICRC Assembly meeting of 8 September 1960; B AG 251 
(229), note from Jean-Pierre Schoenholzer to the ICRC, 9 September 1960.

20 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (229), note from Pierre Gaillard to the ICRC, 30 August 1960; A PV 
CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 30 August 1960; B AG 251 (229), note from 
Maurice Thudichum to the ICRC, 16 September 1960.

21 See pp. 78-79 of this book.
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Relief and protection

In October, Geneva sent Melchior Borsinger22 to Congo to carry on the protection 
activities started by Geoffrey Senn, who was returning to Rhodesia to visit political 
detainees there. Borsinger was to be assisted by Georges Olivet, a young Swiss national 
living in the country who had a thorough knowledge of local conditions and languages.

The news from Kasai was as alarming as ever, so Borsinger went there in the com-
pany of Congolese Red Cross representatives. He remained for nine days in November, 
noting appalling levels of malnutrition and lack of medical care. He concluded that 
only massive and immediate UN action could solve the problem. He drew up a detailed 
report and gave it to the UN in Leopoldville, in the hope that they would take meas-
ures swiftly. Meanwhile, the ICRC’s executive director, Roger Gallopin, told officials 
of the UN Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) in Geneva that Kasai required a 
relief operation on a scale well beyond the ICRC’s capabilities and that only the UN 
possessed the means to launch such an operation. In the weeks that followed, therefore, 
the UN, UNICEF and the UN’s Food and Agricultural Organization organized a 
massive operation in southern Kasai.23

Claude Pilloud travelled in November to Kasapa (Elisabethville) in Katanga, where 
he was received by Moïse Tshombe, who declared himself ready to support ICRC 
action. The next day, Pilloud met with the interior minister and told him that the ICRC 
wished to visit people detained in connection with the events. He gave the minister a 
memorandum describing the organization’s role and activities.24

In December the ICRC was authorized to visit the political detainees in the main 
prisons of Kasapa and Buluo, a neighbourhood of Jadotville.

The ICRC immediately visited 439 Congolese political detainees held in Buluo and, 
the next day, 633 detainees in Kasapa. The latter included three Europeans and 59 rebels 
captured by UN forces and handed over to the Katangese authorities. Meanwhile, the 
ICRC met with the director of the UN office in Geneva, reminding him that while the 
UN could place prisoners in the custody of an outside power, it was permitted to do so 

22 Melchior Borsinger (1915–2000) was born in Geneva and studied diplomatic history and modern 
languages. He joined the ICRC’s Central Agency for Prisoners of War in 1940, then worked at 
the press office, post-war planning services and relief services, and in the executive division as head 
of operations in Eastern Europe. In 1951, he served as Paul Ruegger’s assistant and continued to 
work under the next two presidents, Léopold Boissier and Samuel Gonard. In 1953, he joined the 
ICRC’s general affairs division. He was put in charge of the International Tracing Service in 1955 
and was sent on missions to Vienna and Budapest during the 1956 crisis. He became secretary of the 
Presidential Council in 1957, and took part in the Council of Delegates in Prague (1961), as well as 
the International Conference of the Red Cross in Vienna (1965). He was appointed delegate-general 
for Europe and North America in 1970. He worked in Tokyo for the repatriation of Koreans in 
Japan, and in Congo for the repatriation of mercenaries from Bukavu. He also went on missions to 
Ireland, Cyprus, Nigeria, Greece and Spain.

23 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (229), report by Melchior Borsinger, 1 December 1960.
24 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (229), note from Claude Pilloud, 19 November 1960; B AG 200 (229), 

note from Claude Pilloud, 25 November 1960.
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only if that power complied with the Geneva Conventions. One particular condition 
was that the ICRC be allowed to visit the prisoners. In this case, as noted above, that 
rule was being respected by the Katangese authorities.

During his visits, Claude Pilloud was allowed to speak privately with the detainees 
of his choice. He contacted the justice ministry to urge certain improvements for the 
detainees, such as expediting the judicial process, enabling family visits to take place 
and ensuring the separation of political and penal-law detainees. He also gave the 
Katangese authorities the reports he had drawn up on these two visits. In line with 
unvarying ICRC practice, reports on visits to political detainees were submitted only 
to the detaining power. Pilloud also arranged with the Katangese government to make 
prison visits in the future. At that point he did not consider it necessary to set up a 
delegation in Kasapa since the health of people living in territory under the govern-
ment’s control was satisfactory and tracing work had led to positive results in nearly 
all cases of missing people.

The only realm in which ICRC work remained indispensable was visits to political 
detainees. In Pilloud’s view, it was counter-productive to request permission from the 
Katangese authorities for a series of visits in the near future. They should be given time 
to implement the ICRC’s recommendations.

That same month, Georg Hoffmann, an ICRC delegate, visited three political 
detainees – supporters of the Stanleyville government – at the Luzumu prison near 
Leopoldville. He was denied permission to talk privately with the three but was allowed 
to inform their families of his visit, the families having had no news of their relatives 
since their arrest.

The delegation pursued its efforts to gain access to all political detainees. In late 
September, Dr Andreas Vischer was allowed to visit nine people – Patrice Lumumba 
among them – being held at the Thysville military prison. Apart from the jailers, 
Vischer was one of the last people to see Lumumba alive, since he was transferred 
several days later to Katanga and summarily executed.

In February 1961, Georg Hoffmann made a second visit to Luzumu during which 
he noted the disappearance of six detainees. He made immediate inquires at the interior 
ministry but received no satisfactory response. Its perseverance enabled the ICRC to 
learn that the six had been transferred to Bakwanga, in Kasai. Georges Olivet endeav-
oured to get a message to Albert Kalonji, still in power in southern Kasai, with a request 
for delegates to visit the six detained. But in vain: they were later executed.25

In Stanleyville, at the end of 1960, almost 1,000 Europeans were living in a school 
under the protection of UN troops. Some 300 others, mostly Belgians, were being held 
in prisons. In a visit to the area in late November, Andreas Vischer learned that hundreds 
of Congolese were also being held in deplorable conditions in camps near Stanleyville. 
Georg Hoffmann therefore travelled there in December and sought authorization to 

25 “Visits by the ICRC to the detainees in the Congo”, ICRC press release No. 712b, 20 December 1960; 
“Action of the ICRC on behalf of detained persons in the Congo”, ICRC press release No. 719b, 
15 February 1961. ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (229), note from Georg Hoffmann, 15 February 1961.
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visit people detained on political grounds. He approached, among others, the Lumumba-
loyalist Antoine Gisenga, who was leading a rival government in Stanleyville. Gisenga 
gave Hoffmann permission in principle to visit political detainees. From the French 
vice-consul (France being the “protecting power” for Belgian citizens) Hoffmann learned 
that all the Europeans had been released. Nevertheless, foreign nationals continued to 
lead a precarious existence, with arbitrary arrest a possibility at any moment.

Hoffmann was allowed to visit the Lulu farm/school near Stanleyville, to which 
10 detainees (supporters of the Leopoldville government) had been transferred. This 
visit did not meet the conditions required by the ICRC – seeing the detainees in 
their usual place of detention and speaking with them in private – but it was a first 
step in providing a degree of protection for these people. The delegation encouraged 
Hoffmann to keep up his efforts to secure access to all political detainees in accordance 
with ICRC procedures.26

In early 1960, the situation in Kivu began deteriorating as well. Both foreign 
nationals and Congolese hostile to the local authorities were subjected to constant 
harassment and worse. In January, Hoffmann spent five days attempting to travel, via 
Bujumbura, to Bukavu, to assess how the ICRC might come to the aid of people living 
in Kivu. However, he was unable to go beyond the Ruanda-Urundi border as the Kivu 
authorities refused to allow him on their territory. He was nevertheless able to speak 
with refugees from Kivu who had crossed into Ruanda-Urundi. They all told him that 
the population of Bukavu was living in terror and that the lot of Congolese opposing 
the regime was even worse than that of foreigners.

Hoffmann returned to Leopoldville and briefed the ambassadors of countries with 
nationals in Kivu requiring protection. He also briefed the personal representative in 
Congo of the UN secretary-general. However, UN personnel told him that their or-
ganization was not entitled to use its troops to intervene in what it considered internal 
Congolese affairs.27

In response to this statement, and given the gravity of the threat to the safety of 
people living in eastern Congo, the head of the ICRC’s delegation, Maurice Thudichum, 
returned to Geneva to confer with the Presidential Council.

New assessment of Congo situation and of ICRC action

Thus, in January 1961, the Council sat down with Thudichum and Claude Pilloud 
to devote an entire meeting to Congo. It noted that with danger rife in Kivu, in the 
province of Orientale, and in northern Katanga, and with the respective governments 
likely to victimize foreign nationals and Congolese opponents, action must be taken 
to protect the people living there. The Council felt that in accordance with the spirit 

26 ICRC Archives, B AG 280 (229), report by Dr Vischer, 29 November 1960; B AG 225 (229), report 
by Georg Hoffmann, 24 December 1960.

27 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (229), mission report by Georg Hoffmann, 18 January 1961.
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of the Fourth Geneva Convention, it should be the ICRC that took this action so as 
to maximize protection. The Council therefore decided to send delegates into the areas 
concerned, especially Stanleyville and Bukavu, and to inform the UN secretary-general 
of this action. Thus, when Thudichum returned to Leopoldville in late January, he had 
the task – and freedom of decision – of looking for the best way to base delegates in 
these places while guaranteeing them a modicum of personal safety.28

The ICRC president wrote the UN secretary-general a letter informing him of 
the ICRC’s intention to send delegates to the Congo’s various regions. These dele-
gates would enjoy a degree of latitude vis-à-vis the Leopoldville delegation. Their 
main mission in the midst of the local violence would be striving to ensure that mil-
itary personnel and civilians alike enjoyed the protection to which they were entitled 
under international law. The delegates would be free to take initiatives pertinent to 
the local situation.29

Reorganizing the delegation

Maurice Thudichum, who had led the delegation for six months, was replaced ad interim 
in February by Claude Pilloud, who stayed a month before Jean-Louis de Chastonay 
arrived to take over as the head of the delegation. Both were assisted by Jean de Preux, 
Georg Hoffmann, Georges Olivet and secretaries Sonia Baumann and Jeanne Egger.30

In addition, the tracing service set up by Louis Jaquet, which now had a network 
of contacts throughout Congolese territory, was handed over to a specially trained 
member of the Congolese Red Cross, who ran it from the Leopoldville delegation.

Appeal for compliance with humanitarian law

On 20 February, a month after the murder of Patrice Lumumba, the UN secretary-gen-
eral asked the ICRC to inform him about the situation of political prisoners it had vis-
ited. The Presidential Council, however, felt that it was not possible to derogate – even 

28 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 19 January 1961.
29 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (229), letter from the president of the ICRC to the secretary-general of 

the United Nations, 27 January 1961.
30 Jeanne Egger was born in 1925 in Brussels. With a background in business studies, she joined the 

ICRC in 1961, first as a secretary, then as a delegate in Congo (1961–1966). She briefly worked 
with the Swiss government’s development agency before returning to the ICRC to work with Pierre 
Gaillard, who at the time was delegate-general for North Africa and the Middle East and was sta-
tioned in Nicosia, Cyprus. She then went on missions to Nigeria (1968), Rwanda (1969–1973) and 
Cyprus (1974). She directed the Southern Africa Task Force from 1975 to 1981, and the West African 
operational zone from 1982 to 1985. She was put in charge of cooperation between the ICRC and 
National Societies from 1985 to 1987, and went on to write a detailed study on this subject. She 
served as interim regional delegate in Dakar, Senegal in 1992.
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for the UN – from the rule that the ICRC’s findings must not be revealed to third 
parties. This would, the Council believed, not only jeopardize further ICRC action in 
Congo, but would set a dangerous precedent. Indeed, it would ruin the organization’s 
reputation for confidentiality. In addition, the ICRC could not ignore the fact that 
the UN itself had become an actor in the Congo drama and practically a party to the 
conflict there. It therefore replied to the secretary-general that the reports concerned 
could be sent only to the detaining authorities, and no one else.

At the same meeting, the Council decided to send everyone in Congo wielding 
any power an appeal calling on them to respect fundamental humanitarian principles 
and in particular to refrain from hostage-taking, summary execution and acts of 
reprisal. Copies of the following telegram, bearing Léopold Boissier’s signature, were 
dispatched to Joseph Kasavubu, Moïse Tshombe, Antoine Gisenga, Albert Kalonji 
and Victor Lundula:

In view of recent events and the suffering they may engender, the International Committee of 
the Red Cross in Geneva hereby draws the attention of all those exercising authority in Congo 
to the humanitarian principles recognized by all peoples. It reminds them in particular that 
anyone not taking part in hostilities, or rendered incapable of participation by sickness, injury 
or captivity, must in all circumstances be treated humanely. All hostage-taking, summary 
execution and acts of reprisal are prohibited.

Certain that you share the concern for humanity that guides it, the ICRC has the honour to 
ask your excellency to use all your influence to ensure that the above-mentioned principles 
are respected. For almost a century now, the ICRC has been offering its services to all parties 
to conflict for the purpose of relieving the suffering of those affected. The ICRC has already 
been allowed to visit a number of internment camps and other places of detention around 
Leopoldville, Stanleyville, Elisabethville and Jadotville. Among other activities, it judges 
it important to continue such visits.

The delegation simultaneously made similar appeals in the press and via radio stations.31

Visiting detainees in Stanleyville and Kasapa

In late February, Tshombe replied to the telegram. He stated that Katanga respected 
the humanitarian principles mentioned and issued permission for the ICRC to visit the 
places of detention there. The next day, Gisenga also authorized visits by an ICRC dele-
gate in Stanleyville. The organization thereupon decided to send two delegates – Pierre 
Delarue and Dr Adolf Hess-Kiefer – directly from Geneva to Kasapa. Georg Hoffmann 
was sent from Leopoldville to Stanleyville.

31 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 22 February 1961; B AG 
225 (229), telegram from the ICRC, 22 February 1961.
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42.  Congo, 1961. Gemena airport. UN plane unloading food and medical supplies 
under ICRC escort.   © ICRC (ICRC/CID, V P CD N-00108-24)

43.  Congo, 1965. Stanleyville prison, which held captured combatants and political detainees. 
 © UIPE/Melle de Jäger (ICRC/CID, V P CD E-01062)
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In early March, Hoffmann visited eight Belgian soldiers who had been held for 
several weeks by the Gisenga government. Each gave Hoffmann a letter for the ICRC to 
forward to his family. Hoffmann distributed food, clothing and medicine to them. He 
requested the authorities to release them, but was refused. He asked to visit the Congolese 
detainees, but this too was refused. Nevertheless, he left behind two tonnes of food relief 
for them. Finally, to Gisenga’s private secretary, he suggested the establishment of an 
ICRC delegation in Stanleyville. Once again he was turned down; after nearly a month, 
he returned to Leopoldville to seek advice following his failure to achieve progress.

Delarue and Hess-Kiefer arrived in Kasapa in mid-March. After many bureau-
cratic delays, they were allowed, on 1 April, to visit the Kasapa central prison, which 
held nearly 1,100 political detainees. At the end of the visit, they asked the Katangese 
authorities, among other things, to improve the conditions of detention in the over-
crowded prison and to allow family visits. They also asked to return there in the near 
future. Four days later they visited the Buluo prison in Jadotville, where some 550 pol-
itical detainees were held. Following the visit, they persuaded prison authorities to 
make certain improvements to conditions of detention. In both prisons, they noted 
that Claude Pilloud’s recommendations of the previous December had been followed: 
political detainees were now separated from penal-law detainees. In addition, work had 
begun to construct two camps exclusively for political detainees.

Delarue and Hess-Kiefer returned to Geneva in mid-April,32 with fresh visits to 
Katanga’s prisons scheduled for the following autumn.

Mission to Kivu and Kasai

Jean de Preux arrived in Kivu in March to set up a medical team. While there, he 
observed that foreign nationals were under great threat. UN forces were endeavouring 
to take them to assembly centres but the local government refused them permission 
to leave Congo.

Ten days later, de Preux travelled to Kasai in an attempt to visit political detainees. 
Seeing the chaos that reigned there, he concluded that a general offer of services had little 
chance of finding effective acceptance and returned to Leopoldville a few days later.33

Prisoners held by UN forces

In April, the commander-in-chief of UN forces gave the ICRC a list of 30 mercenaries 
who had been fighting for the Katangese army and were now being held at the UN’s 
Kamina base in Katanga. The ICRC sent this information to the prisoners’ families 
and Georg Hoffmann visited them, speaking in private with each.

32 RICR, Supplement, Vol. XIV, No. 3, March 1961, pp. 43–45.
33 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (229), mission report by Jean de Preux, 13 April 1961.
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Meeting later in the month, the ICRC’s Presidential Council found it difficult to 
assign a legal status to these detainees. The UN considered that it was acting as a police 
force. It was therefore right, the Council felt, that the head of the ICRC’s delegation 
had sought permission to visit them without being too concerned about labelling them, 
and by basing the visit on the general principles of humanitarian law. In the months 
that followed, ICRC delegates made several visits to mercenaries detained by the UN.34

New visits in Leopoldville and Stanleyville

In Leopoldville, Claude Pilloud requested permission to visit political detainees, but 
the authorities told him they had all been released.

In late May, however, he was allowed to visit Moïse Tshombe and Evariste Kimba, 
arrested a month earlier in Coquilhatville. Pilloud was able to speak with both in pri-
vate and arranged through now-General Mobutu to have Tshombe examined weekly 
by a doctor. Two weeks later, Hoffmann and Olivet visited members of the Katangese 
and Kasai delegations to the Coquilhatville conference who were being held at the 
Makala prison in Leopoldville. They were allowed to talk privately with the detainees 
and inspect the prison’s facilities.35

The ICRC remained concerned about the prisoners in Stanleyville. In late May, 
Roger Gallopin, the executive director of the ICRC, sent a letter to General Lundula 
reminding him of the organization’s role in protecting detainees and making a general 
offer of services covering all those detained in connection with the events.

Over the following days, the Stanleyville authorities were persuaded to release the 
eight Belgian prisoners whom Georg Hoffmann had visited in March. In late June 
they were handed over to UN representatives in Hoffmann’s presence. He then ac-
companied them to Brussels.36

Inquiry into Lumumba’s death

Following the death of Patrice Lumumba, the UN set up a commission of inquiry to look 
into the circumstances. In late June the secretary of the commission asked the ICRC to 
testify about, among other things, the conditions in which Lumumba had been held at 
Camp Hardy in Thysville. At its next meeting, the Presidential Council decided that 
the commission should be told that the ICRC’s findings in such circumstances were 
revealed solely to the detaining authorities. It also asked the Leopoldville delegation to 
inform the Congolese authorities of the commission’s request and of the ICRC’s reply.37

34 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 30 April 1961.
35 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (229), note from Jean-Louis de Chastonay to the ICRC, 27 May 1961.
36 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (229), note from de Chastonay to the ICRC, 26 June 1961.
37 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 29 June 1961.
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Georges Olivet killed

In early December 1961, UN forces once again clashed with Katangese forces in large-
scale battles. On 11 December, the ICRC president sent the UN secretary-general a tele-
gram informing him that, according to the ICRC’s delegate in Kasapa, it was urgently 
necessary for the wounded and sick to be evacuated and for civilians living in Kasapa 
and various other places in Katanga to be brought to safety. The president therefore 
asked the secretary-general to issue instructions to his representatives in Congo – in 
particular his military commander – to give Georges Olivet, the delegate in Kasapa, 
every assistance in his task of coming to the aid of all those affected by the fighting.

Dag Hammarskjöld’s successor, U Thant, promptly replied to the ICRC’s message 
with the assurance that he had forwarded the request and that UN representatives 
in Kasapa would do their utmost to cooperate with Olivet and to safeguard civilian 
lives and property. That same day, Olivet informed ICRC headquarters in Geneva 
that he had presented himself several times at the UN compound in Kasapa in order 
to discuss the evacuation of civilians from combat zones, but that the guards on duty 
had refused to let him pass.

This was Olivet’s final message. By the next day, rumours were circulating that he 
had disappeared. The ICRC asked the UN to ensure that its forces in Katanga acted 
immediately to find him, and instructed Jean de Preux in Leopoldville to leave for 
Kasapa without delay and take part in the search.

In the days that followed, it was confirmed that Olivet had last been seen on 
13 December, heading in an ambulance for the UN compound.

Ten days after Olivet’s disappearance, Geoffrey Senn – whom the ICRC had previ-
ously asked to join Olivet in Kasapa – discovered his body along with those of Nicole 
Vroonen and Styts Smeding (Belgian and Dutch nationals respectively), who had 
worked as volunteer ambulance crew for the “Katanga Red Cross”. They were buried 
in a shallow grave near the wreck of their bullet-riddled vehicle only a few dozen metres 
from a UN checkpoint in Kasapa.

The ICRC and the UN worked out an agreement on the basis of which an inter-
national commission would be set up to inquire into the circumstances in which Olivet 
and his companions had died. The commission concluded that “Mr Georges Olivet, Ms 
Nicole Vroonen and Mr Styts Smeding were killed on the afternoon of 13 December 
1961 at the place where the ambulance was found 10 days later. Their death was caused 
by bullets fired at close range. The inquiry was unable to determine the identity of the 
person or persons who fired those bullets. There are, however, convincing grounds for 
suspecting that this act was committed by UN soldiers.”

While maintaining that it bore no legal or financial responsibility for these three 
deaths, the UN nevertheless decided to pay the ICRC the sum of Sfr 250,000, to be 
divided among the victims’ families.38 The fact remained, however, that suspicion fell 

38 ICRC Archives, ACICR B AG 202 (00), telegram from the president of the ICRC to the sec-
retary-general of the United Nations, 11 December 1961; B AG 202 (00), letter from the UN 
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squarely on soldiers of the UN’s Ethiopian contingent in Kasapa for killing the three 
at point-blank range.

New ICRC activities in Katanga and Leopoldville

Geoffrey Senn and Jean de Preux carried on the ICRC’s efforts. They began by organ-
izing truces during which they evacuated a few non-combatants and recovered bodies. 
They also sketched out plans for delivering relief to civilians.

Fortunately, the situation calmed somewhat in the second half of December. Senn 
managed to evacuate civilians from combat zones and supply relief for those who could 
not get out. He also worked with the local Red Cross to trace missing people.

On 20 December, Senn was allowed to visit Katangese prisoners held by the UN, 
and members of the UN forces and the Congolese army held by Katangese forces. In 
both cases he was allowed to speak with the prisoners of his choice in private, and was 
able to bring about some improvements in conditions. At the same time, he sought 
their release by the detaining authorities.

At the end of the month, four members of the UN forces were released, and 30 
Katangese “gendarmes” were released in Senn’s presence.39

In Leopoldville, Jean de Preux visited civilians and Katangese “gendarmes” held 
in UN camps. The UN planned to hand them over to the Congolese authorities. The 
ICRC, however, reminded the UN of Article 12 of the Third and Article 45 of the 
Fourth Geneva Conventions, which prohibit such transfers in cases where it cannot 
be established beyond doubt that the power to which such people are transferred is 
willing and able to comply with the Conventions.

In February 1962 – after expending much effort and surmounting many hur-
dles – Senn brought about the release of all detainees still held by the Katangese and 
the UN. They were released in the presence of an ICRC delegate.

In May, Senn was named head of delegation in Leopoldville. Among other things, 
he approached the authorities for general permission to visit all political detainees. 
This authorization was eventually granted and Jeanne Egger – who in November 1962 
became the ICRC’s first female delegate40 – was given permission to visit detainees, 
wherever they were held and whenever she saw fit, provided she informed the justice 
minister the day before.41

secretary-general, 13 December 1961; A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session meeting 
of 11 January 1962; B AG 251 (229), commission of inquiry into the death of Red Cross workers 
in Elisabethville, 8 June 1962. IRRC, No. 10, January 1962, pp. 21–28; No. 11, February 1962, 
pp. 84–88; No. 12, March 1962, pp. 142–143. François Bugnion, The International Committee of 
the Red Cross and the Protection of War Victims, ICRC, Geneva, 2003, p. 967.

39 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (229), note from Geoffrey Senn to the ICRC, 7 December 1961; note from 
Geoffrey Senn to the ICRC, 2 January 1962; note from Geoffrey Senn to the ICRC, 15 February 1962.

40 ACICR, B AG 225 (229), note from Jeanne Egger to the ICRC, 26 November 1962.
41 Interview with Jeanne Egger, 26 August 2009.
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Recognizing the Congolese Red Cross

At a plenary meeting on 4 July 1963, the Committee discussed at great length the 
Congolese Red Cross and the question of its recognition. It wondered, for example, 
whether the National Society was really “so organized as to be able to effectively carry 
out its tasks”. It recognized that the Congolese Red Cross was not organized to the 
same degree as European National Societies, but felt that this reflected Congolese 
society itself, and noted that the organization enjoyed a certain respect within that 
society. The ICRC was also aware that, at a time of mass-decolonization, it could not 
be too demanding about the degree to which National Societies in newly independent 
countries had developed. In fact, the Committee felt that recognition by the ICRC 
should not be made a distant goal, to be attained after long preparation, but should be 
regarded as a fundamental step needed for their development. The Committee therefore 
decided to recognize the Congolese Red Cross while bearing in mind that by virtue of 
its status as guardian of Red Cross principles, the ICRC was in a position to remind 
the Congolese of the expectations that were attached to its admission into the Red 
Cross Movement. The ICRC therefore announced its recognition of the Congolese 
Red Cross.42

Work continues in Leopoldville

Jeanne Egger carried on with her work and, in late July 1963, visited 47 Kasai soldiers 
being held in Leopoldville. After approaching various authorities over the next few 
days, she brought about their release.

In September, Egger was twice asked by the Congolese parliament to take part in a 
delegation to visit Antoine Gisenga, who was still being detained. Egger was instructed 
from Geneva to refuse this request, which seemed to the ICRC purely political. She 
continued regularly visiting those held at the N’Dolo prison.

In October, Egger informed Georg Hoffmann, now head of the Salisbury-based 
regional delegation covering southern Africa, that tensions were running high in 
Congo and serious trouble was to be feared. Hoffmann travelled to Leopoldville for 
a week the following month and met with, among others, the prime minister, the 
defence minister, the health minister, the deputy foreign minister, diplomats and UN 
representatives. His conclusion was that it was essential to maintain a delegation in 
Leopoldville indefinitely.

In January 1964, Hoffmann and Geoffrey Senn went to Geneva for consultations. 
Each briefed a plenary meeting of the Committee on the Congo situation. After lis-
tening to them, the Committee voted to maintain the delegation in Leopoldville.43

42 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the ICRC Assembly meeting of 4 July 1963.
43 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the ICRC Assembly meeting of 9 January 1964.
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Evacuating hostages held in Stanleyville

When Stanleyville was captured by rebels in August 1964, the ICRC received numerous 
appeals – especially from the Belgian and US governments – to do its utmost to obtain 
the release of Europeans and Americans being held hostage. The ICRC replied that it 
would do just that, while reminding them that its delegates acted in accordance with 
Red Cross principles and came to the aid of all those affected by conflict, regardless 
of race or political stance.

Hoffmann went to Bujumbura where – together with Senn and Laurent Marti, who 
had just been assigned to Congo – he endeavoured to organize a relief operation for 
Stanleyville. These three were joined by Dr Jean-Maurice Rubli, who had just arrived 
from Geneva.

A few days later, the ICRC president sent Christophe Gbenye, head of the National 
Liberation Committee, a telegram asking him to allow Senn and Rubli to come 
to Stanleyville.

In mid-September, the ICRC had the following appeal read out over the 
region’s airwaves:

In view of the hostilities raging in Congo, the International Committee of the Red Cross 
in Geneva is concerned about the great suffering those hostilities are causing. Finding itself 
unable to reach all of them directly, the International Committee is therefore making this 
radio appeal to anyone exercising power in that vast country.

The International Committee once again draws the attention of those exercising power to the 
humanitarian principles recognized by all peoples and set out in, among other documents, the 
Geneva Conventions, which protect people affected by war. These principles notably demand 
that the belligerents spare combatants who surrender, that they spare the wounded and give 
them the care they need, that they spare and respect civilians – in particular that they make 
no aerial attacks on the civilian population – and that they take no hostages, carry out no 
summary executions and take no reprisals.

The International Committee counts on those in charge of the parties concerned to do 
everything in their power to ensure that these principles are honoured in all circumstances.

As it has for the past century, the International Committee of the Red Cross offers its services 
to all parties to conflict. It does this in the hope that it may save human lives and alleviate 
the suffering of people affected by conflict. It helps those people without regard to their race, 
nationality, or political or religious affiliation.

The International Committee asks all those wielding power to welcome its delegates and 
thanks them in advance for everything they may do to facilitate its delegates’ humani-
tarian work.

The next morning, Christophe Gbenye agreed to an ICRC aircraft flying delegates, 
medicine and relief into Stanleyville.
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After obtaining Moïse Tshombe’s assurance that no aerial attack would endanger 
it, the ICRC chartered a DC-4, which left Basel on 22 September and arrived in 
Stanleyville, from Bangui, on the 25th. It was carrying four tonnes of medicines and 
surgical supplies, two tonnes of food, and four delegates who had instructions to come 
to the aid of and protect anyone affected, regardless of race or nationality.

After their arrival, the delegates were received by Christophe Gbenye and Gaston 
Soumialot, who led the rebel government. Long and difficult discussions ensued. The 
upshot was that the delegates would leave the food and medical supplies with three 
WHO doctors who had remained in Stanleyville. The authorities gave the delegates 
some 800 messages that the foreign hostages had written to their families. Gbenye and 
Soumialot told them that they would be allowed to return in a few days with a new 
cargo of relief and then fly out a number of hostages. For the moment, however, the two 
were not able to authorize this evacuation because the members of their armed forces 
were convinced that any evacuation would immediately be followed by a bombing 
raid. Thus, they were clearly not going to allow the hostages to leave. Nor did Gbenye 
or Soumialot possess the authority vis-à-vis their forces to gain acceptance for the 
ICRC’s work. Indeed, their fighters were threatening to seize the aircraft and take the 
delegates hostage. Lacking any freedom of movement or action, the delegates decided 
to leave Stanleyville the next day and fly to Bujumbura, from where they forwarded 
the hostages’ messages.

In the days that followed, the delegates sought permission once again to carry out 
a relief operation in Stanleyville. But their messages to Gbenye went unanswered. 
Meanwhile, the rebels were threatening to execute foreign nationals if the towns under 
their control were attacked by Leopoldville forces.

In early October, Georg Hoffmann met Moïse Tshombe in Leopoldville to draw his 
attention to the risks the civilian population faced if rebel-held towns were bombed. 
A few weeks later, Tshombe publicly undertook to limit the air force’s targets to military 
objectives. He promised to spare the civilian population and to comply with the Geneva 
Conventions. He then confirmed this undertaking in writing to the ICRC president.

During October, Jomo Kenyatta, who chaired the conciliation commission of the 
Organization of African Unity (OAU), acted in support of pleas from the ICRC and 
a number of governments by urging the Stanleyville authorities to respect the funda-
mental provisions of humanitarian law. In early November, Hoffmann travelled to 
Nairobi to ask the OAU to apply fresh pressure on the Stanleyville authorities. A week 
after his arrival, Hoffmann was received by Kenyatta. It emerged that, apart from the 
messages already sent to Stanleyville, the Kenyan government felt no urgency about 
Stanleyville since, in their view, foreign nationals there faced no danger. Thereupon 
Hoffmann travelled to Addis Ababa to meet Emperor Haile Selassie. Supported by 
Belgium, Britain and the United States, the Canadian government was organizing 
a joint appeal to the OAU secretary-general by the 15 countries whose citizens were 
trapped in Stanleyville. The Canadians felt that Selassie’s support should be secured 
before approaching the secretary-general. Hoffmann was received by Selassie but he 
quickly saw that the emperor was against the Canadian initiative.



270 part iii. wars of national liberation

44.  Congo, 1965. Congolese Red Cross distributing milk to children in Stanleyville. 
 © UIPE/Melle de Jäger (ICRC/CID, V P CD-E-01070)

45.  Congo, 1965. Limb-fitting and rehabilitation centre. 
 © Croix-Rouge congolaise (ICRC/CID, V P HIST-E-04640)
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In mid-November, Gbenye announced his intention to execute Paul Carlson, an 
American missionary. Geoffrey Senn sent an appeal reminding Gbenye of the funda-
mental provisions of humanitarian law, but Carlson was executed as Stanleyville fell 
to Belgian airborne troops and Congolese forces on the 24th.44

ICRC activities in Stanleyville after its capture

The fall of Stanleyville dramatically changed the situation for the ICRC. As soon as 
they learned that the airport runway was usable, four delegates – Geoffrey Senn, Georg 
Hoffmann, Maurice Rouge and Jean-Maurice Rubli – left Bujumbura for Stanleyville. 
The shooting was still going on in some neighbourhoods when they arrived. They 
brought food relief and emergency medical supplies, as well as about a thousand mes-
sages from families to relatives who had been cut off for months.

Three of the four delegates immediately busied themselves evacuating 70 seriously 
injured Congolese and foreigners. As soon as the injured arrived in Leopoldville, they 
were taken to a first-aid post set up at the airport by Jeanne Egger with the help of 
the Swiss Red Cross, which by now had its own hospital in the city. Senn remained 
in Stanleyville, to set up an ICRC delegation. However, he too left two days later; the 
chaos in the area made all work impossible. Without a modicum of military or police 
control, Senn’s life was in constant danger and he was therefore unable to do any work. 
While Egger continued to visit political detainees in Leopoldville, the other delegates 
all returned to Geneva.45

For the moment, the ICRC could not work in rebel-held territory. As Hoffmann 
put it in his report on Stanleyville, the rebels counted the ICRC among their enemies. 
It would be foolish to put delegates’ lives at acute risk in order to have a presence in 
rebel-held areas.

Nevertheless, in January 1965 the Presidential Council expressed its unease at the 
fact that its delegates had left Stanleyville whereas the UN and the Congolese Red 
Cross remained there carrying out activities that were in fact ICRC tasks. It felt that 
everything possible must be done to resume work in rebel territory in such a way that 
the rebels were among the beneficiaries. It was decided that Geoffrey Senn would 
return to Leopoldville and be briefed by Jeanne Egger, before attempting to return to 
Stanleyville. In the meantime, it instructed Egger to approach the Congolese govern-
ment and urge it to ensure that the rebels it held came to no harm. She had already 
received, the previous month, permission to visit them regularly.

In April, Senn managed to return to Stanleyville, the Congolese army having gained 
control of the city. He visited the main prison, which held 750 political detainees.

44 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (229), notes from Jean-Maurice Rubli to the ICRC, 27 and 28 September 
1964; B AG 252 (161), report on a meeting between T. Mathez and Wolfgang Schuster, 5 October 
1964. IRRC, No. 43, October 1964, pp. 516–517 and 520; No. 44, November 1964, pp. 586–589.

45 Interview with Jeanne Egger by Françoise Perret, 8 February 1996.
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Delegation closes

After talking with Egger once he was back in Leopoldville, Senn concluded that 
ICRC work in Congo would now have to be confined to visiting political detainees 
in Leopoldville and Stanleyville. And even there only meagre results could be expected 
since, despite the ICRC repeatedly urging the authorities to improve conditions of 
detention, little had been done. In early May, therefore, the two delegates suggested 
in a note that the ICRC’s decision-makers hold a special meeting in Geneva to discuss 
the organization’s future in Congo.

This suggestion was accepted by the Presidential Council, which felt it necessary to 
explore ways to enable its delegates to work more effectively in this country that was 
of extreme concern to it.

In late August, therefore, Egger and Senn travelled to Geneva for consultations. 
In September they addressed the Presidential Council, saying that in their view the 
moment had come to close the delegation in Leopoldville. They felt the ICRC was dis-
crediting itself by remaining in the capital though unable to do any good. They thought 
that it would be preferable to send in one or more delegates for short-term missions. 
Senn said that he would be prepared to carry out these missions from Rhodesia, where 
he lived. The Council therefore decided to close the Leopoldville delegation at the end 
of October 1965 and to send Senn back to the various regions of Congo for occasional 
brief missions when ICRC action seemed necessary.46

Thus, closing the delegation did not mean an end to the ICRC’s presence and work 
in Congo. Quite the contrary: the work described here was only the beginning of an 
operation that would grow over the years to come: at first numerous brief missions, 
then eventually the reopening of a delegation in 1979. These activities are outlined in 
the ICRC’s annual reports and elsewhere.

Conclusion

The ICRC’s work in Congo represented the organization’s first large-scale operation in 
Black Africa – in a country that had just achieved independence and was being torn 
apart by civil war. That war was marked by various secessions, intertribal conflicts and 
extreme confusion. It was also marked by the fact that the UN dispatched its own 
forces, which found themselves directly confronting rebel armies and other armed 
groups. The fact is that the UN soon became a party to the conflict.

As soon as the conflict erupted, the Belgian and French National Societies appealed 
to the ICRC for help in bringing about the release of Europeans taken hostage by the 
rebels and finding people who had disappeared. Two weeks later, the WHO asked the 
ICRC to set up an emergency medical programme in Congo. Delegates therefore had 

46 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 20 May 1965 and 23 
September 1965.
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three priorities: release the hostages, find the missing, and deploy medical teams in the 
various regions of the country.

The medical teams provided by National Societies enabled remarkable results to be 
achieved quickly. They kept the country’s main hospitals functioning, with treatment 
for the injured and the sick, obstetric care, and programmes to prevent epidemics. 
They stayed for an entire year, until the Congolese health ministry was able to take 
over with WHO help. By contrast, attempts to bring about the release of hostages and 
to trace the missing encountered enormous difficulties in the crisis-plagued country. 
Results were meagre.

The delegates then endeavoured to protect and assist the many Congolese civil-
ians who were badly affected by the tribal warfare raging about them. But they were 
never able to carry out more than occasional, isolated relief operations. Their initiatives 
received little support from headquarters in Geneva, which felt that the ICRC did not 
have the means needed for such massive operations, and that the UN was better placed 
to protect and assist civilians.

Visits to political detainees were inevitably no more than occasional. The delegates 
were so few in number (an average of two or three in the country at any one time) that 
they could do no more than take advantage of a stay in a provincial town to visit one 
or two prisons and bring about – where possible – a few releases and improvements in 
conditions. There was no follow-up: the delegates invariably had to leave immediately 
for another part of the country. The most consistent visiting was done in Leopoldville 
and Stanleyville, where delegates were regularly present.

Apart from medical activities, this first foray into Congo saw the ICRC treading 
cautiously, never breaking into a run. Given the nature of the conflict and its sheer 
scale, the organization believed it lacked the resources needed to take effective action. 
It did not try to acquire those resources; it launched no appeal for funds; it hired no 
new delegates. On the contrary, the ICRC on several occasions made clear its intention 
to shut down its operation, a responsibility that, it felt, should be shouldered by the 
UN and the WHO.

While delegates in the field often achieved results that were remarkable, given 
the circumstances in which they were forced to work, those running the ICRC in 
Geneva often appeared overwhelmed by this conflict playing itself out on a continent 
they scarcely knew, a conflict characterized, from Congo’s independence onwards, by 
extreme confusion and omnipresent danger.

The situation was marked by violence from the beginning, even though the 
Congolese government had, in February 1961, contacted the Swiss government, depos-
itary of the 1949 Geneva Conventions, to declare that it considered itself bound by 
those Conventions, which had been applicable to its territory since their ratification 
by Belgium. While the field delegates embraced pragmatism and thus worked wonders, 
ICRC headquarters in Geneva contented itself with timid gestures aimed at gaining 
compliance with the Conventions.

Finally, despite the fact that the UN became deeply involved in the Congo crisis 
and found itself – especially in Katanga – in the position of a party to the conflict, the 



274 part iii. wars of national liberation

ICRC was never able to make it clarify its legal position regarding the Conventions’ 
applicability to its forces. The secretary-general and his subordinates merely repeated 
the same ambiguous words they had used when UN peacekeepers were deployed to 
the Middle East four years previously.

The circumstances surrounding the death of Georges Olivet and his companions a 
few steps from a UN checkpoint in Kasapa threw a disheartening light on the ability 
and willingness of certain UN contingents to comply with humanitarian law.



Rwanda and Burundi 
(1960–1966)

Conflict between Hutus and Tutsis

Situated in a region of mountains and lofty hills between the headwaters of the Nile 
and the Congo River, the kingdoms of Rwanda and Burundi survived as independent 
entities for several centuries before being incorporated in Germany’s colonial domain.

During their period of independence, both were marked by the incompatibility 
of their two main ethnic groups: the Hutus – Bantu farmers who made up 85-90% 
of the total population – and the Tutsis, a pastoral people who arrived in the region 
later than the Hutus.

Throughout the history of the two kingdoms, political and economic power lay 
in the hands of the Tutsi minority. Power was based on a relationship between Hutu 
and Tutsi analogous to that of vassal and lord in feudal times. In both Rwanda and 
Burundi, the king (mwami) – an all-powerful figure who ruled by divine right – was 
always a Tutsi. His court, his advisers, the aristocracy and the army were exclusively 
Tutsi, whereas the Hutus had to pay tribute of various kinds.

At the 1885 Berlin Conference, Germany secured from the other European powers 
a sphere of influence in East Africa. It made both Rwanda, in 1896, and Burundi, in 
1903, protectorates. Both were incorporated in German East Africa (Tanganyika). 
However, Germany’s colonial administration was careful not to interfere in the king-
doms’ internal organization.

In 1916, while wartime Belgium was occupied by the Germans, its Congo army 
occupied both kingdoms as part of the Allies’ effort to seize German colonies in Africa.

In 1919, the Allies’ Supreme War Council gave Belgium the responsibility for both 
kingdoms. This mandate was confirmed by the League of Nations in 1923. Belgium 
combined the two into one colony – Ruanda-Urundi – and attached it administra-
tively to the Belgian Congo while considering it a separate entity nevertheless. Under 
the League of Nations Covenant, “the well-being and development” of the peoples 
under its mandates constituted “a sacred trust of civilization”. After the Second World 
War, Chapter XII of the United Nations Charter replaced the mandate system with a 
“trusteeship system”, though this brought no particular change to the administration 
of Rwanda and Burundi.

During most of the post-1919 period, the Belgians, like the Germans before them, 
left in place the existing structures: Tutsi monarchy and aristocracy. This exacerbated 
tensions that had existed long before colonization.
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In 1935, the Belgians introduced identity cards displaying either “Hutu” or “Tutsi” 
(or the smaller group “Twa”), which reinforced both group identities and antagonism.

In 1955, however, Belgium was under UN pressure to prepare both kingdoms for 
independence. It sought to set up representative institutions, with more power for the 
Hutus, who constituted the majority in both. These efforts engendered very strong 
resentment among Tutsis, whom the colonialists had hitherto favoured.

The kingdoms went through radically different development processes, but both 
were plagued by numerous upheavals – riots, violent repression, coups and attempted 
coups, mass arrests and large-scale population displacement – not only after independ-
ence but also in the run-up to it.

In Rwanda, King Radahigwa called for total independence in 1956. The following 
year, a group of Hutu intellectuals published the “Hutu Manifesto” for the attention 
of a UN mission that was about to arrive in Rwanda. It protested against the Tutsis’ 
privileges and the Hutus’ demotion to a servant class.

In June of that year, a Hutu named Grégoire Kayibanda founded the Hutu Social 
Movement. In November, Joseph Gitera, a Hutu businessman, set up the Association 
for Social Promotion of the Masses. In late 1959, Kayibanda’s movement became the 
Hutu Emancipation Movement Party. That same year, the Catholic Church – very 
influential in Rwanda – took up the cause of the Hutu majority.

Meanwhile, conservative Tutsis set up the Rwandese National Union in 1959. It was 
strongly monarchist and hostile to the Belgians, who soon felt betrayed by the Tutsis.

As the situation grew markedly more disturbed in late 1959, the Belgians gathered 
thousands of Tutsis in camps and replaced Tutsi officials with Hutus, who then set 
about attacking the Tutsi population. This prompted the flight of some 300,000 Tutsi 
refugees into Burundi, the Belgian Congo, Tanganyika and Uganda.

In January 1961, Grégoire Kayibanda and his allies proclaimed the Sovereign 
Democratic Republic of Rwanda. Over the following months, there were sporadic 
clashes between Hutus and Tutsis who had remained in the country.

In the elections in September, Kayibanda’s Hutu Emancipation Movement Party 
won 78% of the vote. The following month, Kayibanda was elected president of 
what was now called the Rwandese Republic. Power had thus been transferred from 
the minority Tutsis to the majority Hutus before independence became official on 
1 July 1962.

The new president exacerbated existing animosities by imposing quotas to limit 
Tutsi access to university and to government jobs. Many Tutsis living in exile began 
organizing an armed response to the new government. Other Tutsis who had remained 
in Rwanda chose to accept that government.

Departing Rwandan Tutsis – 50, 000 of them eventually – found the warmest 
reception in Burundi. They periodically launched armed attacks across the border.

In December 1963, armed Tutsi refugees living in Rwanda crossed the border and 
made their way to within a few kilometres of the capital Kigali before being driven 
back. In the weeks that followed, several thousand Tutsis in Rwanda were massacred. 
Once again, thousands of Rwandan Tutsis fled the country.



278 part iii. wars of national liberation

Developments in Burundi, meanwhile, were altogether different. While various 
parties had been formed, the monarchy was preserved and the Tutsi minority kept its 
hands on the levers of power until independence, which was declared on the same date 
as Rwanda. From 1962 to 1965, the Tutsi king retained all his powers, and dissidents 
were locked up in prisons or internment camps.

In May 1965, elections for the first time resulted in a majority for Hutus opposed 
to the Tutsi monarchy. Ministers proposed by the elected assembly were rejected by 
the king, who imposed his own government on the country, and deprived the Hutus 
of their victory. In October, a military coup mounted by Hutus failed. It was followed 
by a large number of arrests and death sentences.

In May 1966, the heir to the throne deposed his father and became King Ntare V. 
That November, his Tutsi prime minister, Michel Micombero, overthrew him in a coup 
and proclaimed a revolutionary republic.

Unlike Rwanda, therefore, the Tutsis in Rwanda maintained their hold on power.

ICRC action
Before independence

The ICRC’s archives show that only in December 1960 was the Committee informed 
of what had taken place in Rwanda in 1959 and the early months of 1960. This came 
in the form of a letter from Emil Rabaud, secretary of the Committee for Ruanda-
Urundi and a member of the French Human Rights League and the International 
League against Racism and Anti-Semitism. Rabaud’s letter pointed out, among other 
things, the presence of Tutsi refugees near the Congolese border. A Swiss named Ernest 
Fischer was then living in the eastern Congolese city of Bukavu and sometimes carried 
out ICRC missions. ICRC headquarters in Geneva now asked him to investigate. He 
reported back that the refugees’ situation was satisfactory, given local conditions.1

Following Burundi’s independence

In September 1962, two months after Burundi’s independence, Geoffrey Senn went 
to Bujumbura for talks with the prime minister and justice minister. He received per-
mission to visit the central prison in Bujumbura, where he talked with detainees and 
observed that conditions of detention were poor. He suggested improvements to the 
authorities and returned the following year to that prison; he also visited two other 
nearby prisons. He found that conditions remained poor.2

1 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (175), letter from Emil Rabaud, 3 December 1960; B AG 200 (175), 
report by Ernest Fischer, 31 December 1960.

2 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (040), mission report by Geoffrey Senn, 14 September 1962. ICRC 
Annual Report 1963, p. 14.
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Following Rwanda’s independence

In September 1962, Geoffrey Senn also went to Rwanda, where he contacted mission-
aries and a military chaplain. At their suggestion he approached the telecommunica-
tions minister, who was replacing the Rwandan president temporarily. They talked 
about Rwanda ratifying the Geneva Conventions and about setting up a National 
Society. Senn requested permission to visit Tutsi detainees.

Having pressing engagements in Burundi, Senn was able to stay no more than two 
days in Kigali. He made an agreement with the minister to return as soon as possible 
to visit the prisons. Senn wrote to Geneva that tensions were running high between 
Rwanda and Burundi, particularly because so many Tutsis had fled to Burundi, where 
most people in positions of authority were also Tutsi.3

At the end of 1963, Georg Hoffmann drew up his report on the first-year activities 
of the regional delegation covering southern Africa. He wrote that neither he nor Senn 
had travelled to Rwanda that year, but that thousands of Tutsi refugees remained in 
neighbouring countries.4

In January 1964, groups of Tutsis were massacred while attempting to return to 
Rwanda and others attacked Hutus. The ICRC asked Senn to return to Rwanda. He 
arrived in late January in Kigali, where he was received by President Kayibanda and 
allowed to visit all the prisons in the country.

For two months Senn toured the country in the company of Maurice Fauchiger, 
who was working for the League in Burundi and had been seconded to the ICRC. 
They went to all parts of the country and visited six places of detention, where they 
spoke freely with the political detainees and endeavoured to bring about improvements 
in their conditions of detention. They also visited church missions that had taken in 
returning Tutsi refugees, and attempted to gauge the consequences of these refugees’ 
return. They recorded accounts of the massacre of Tutsis, but were unable to precisely 
assess the scale of those massacres. The missionaries also told them of aggression com-
mitted by Tutsis against Hutus.5

Work resumes in Burundi

In August 1964, Senn returned to visit political detainees in Rwanda and observed 
that their conditions remained very poor.

3 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (003), mission report by Geoffrey Senn, 16 September 1962.
4 ICRC Archives, B AG 252 (003), yearly report by Georg Hoffmann, 1963.
5 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (175), report on a meeting between League delegate Jean-Pierre Robert-

Tissot and Georg Hoffmann, 15 January 1964; report by Geoffrey Senn, 3 February 1964; report 
by Geoffrey Senn, 8 February 1964; report by Geoffrey Senn, 14 February 1964; report by Geoffrey 
Senn, 23 February 1964; report by Geoffrey Senn, 26 February 1964; report by Geoffrey Senn, 12 
March 1964.
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He then went to Burundi, where he was received by the health minister. During 
their discussion, the king’s son arrived. Senn talked with him and learned that he was 
studying in Lausanne, Switzerland. Senn told him of his desire to speak with the king. 
The next day he was received by King Mwambusta IV. Their discussion dealt mostly 
with the future of the 10,000 Tutsi refugees living in Burundi near the Rwandan 
border, given that there were fears they would attempt to return and that new massacres 
would occur. The king told Senn he would take measures to prevent this. Senn also 
told the king that the conditions in the central prison in Bujumbura, which he had just 
visited, were unacceptable. The king assured him that he would remedy the situation.6

Senn returned to visit that prison in March 1965 and discovered that conditions 
remained virtually unchanged.

Following the failed coup of October 1965, Senn returned to Burundi to visit 
political detainees who had recently been arrested. Their conditions were particularly 
bad owing to overcrowding and the risk of epidemics. Senn managed, among other 
things, to have sick prisoners removed for treatment.

New troubles erupted in Burundi in early summer 1966. Senn returned and visited 
the three main prisons in the country. Yet again the conditions remained poor. He 
informed the pertinent authorities in the kingdom; these people would be overthrown 
in a coup the following November.

Thereafter, no delegates went to Rwanda or Burundi until 1971, when prison visits 
resumed in both countries.7

Conclusion

All ICRC action in Rwanda and Burundi was carried out by one delegate, Geoffrey 
Senn, whom the organization allowed complete freedom of action. The explanation 
for this freedom is Senn himself, a man of great independence who knew Africa better 
than anyone else at the ICRC.

In Rwanda and Burundi, Senn was more than ever in his element. The mission-
aries – especially the White Fathers – enjoyed tremendous respect in both countries and 
Senn had excellent contacts with the missionaries. They were very well informed about 
the situation and were able to tell Senn which officials could best facilitate his work.

Unfortunately, dialogue with the authorities brought limited benefits. Senn was 
allowed to visit the prisons and he suggested improvements there. But his recommen-
dations were paid little heed and the conditions of detention generally remained poor. 
The conflict went on – spasmodically – and as we know, descended to depths of mur-
derousness far greater than those that immediately followed independence.

6 ICRC Archives, B AG 252 (003), report by Geoffrey Senn, 27 August 1964. IRRC, No. 43, October 
1964, pp. 517–518. ICRC Annual Report 1964, p. 24.

7 ICRC Annual Report 1965, pp. 34–35; ICRC Annual Report 1966, pp. 5–6; ICRC Annual Report 
1971, p. 7.



Sub-Saharan Africa 
(1960–1965)

A political/humanitarian survey

In 1960 the decolonization process in Africa suddenly gathered pace and the ICRC 
realized that it was soon going to have to take action in a part of the world completely 
new to it. It became aware that it must quickly learn a great deal about Sub-Saharan 
Africa, which was becoming a presence in the international community, and was a 
place where the ICRC had hitherto taken very little action. During a plenary meeting 
in April 1960, the Committee concluded that serious violence could be expected in 
most of Africa and that the ICRC should closely follow the situation: “It is increasingly 
evident that troubles will grow in scale on the African continent, whether in Algeria, 
Cameroon, Ghana, Congo, British Central Africa or South Africa. One may therefore 
well imagine that the ICRC will become increasingly involved in Africa’s misfortunes. 
Recent events in the Union of South Africa have sparked a veritable avalanche of protest 
from the rest of Africa, in particular the Conference of Independent African States. At 
first glance, Article 3 would seem to apply to most of these conflicts. The Presidential 
Council and the ICRC as a whole will have to scrutinize each case in connection with 
which it is called on to act.”1

In the months that followed, the war in the former Belgian Congo prompted the 
organization to launch a large-scale operation there.

In November, the Presidential Council received the Reverend Henri-Philippe 
Junod, whom it asked how the ICRC should proceed in Africa. Junod replied that it 
should start by realizing that all political entities created by the colonial powers were 
artificial and served Europe-oriented purposes. When the situation created by the colo-
nial powers ended, the consequences were sometimes very serious because the various 
ethnic groups concerned regained a large measure of autonomy and ancient quarrels 
were revived. Before acting, the ICRC should gain a very clear idea of the situation 
at hand. These situations were so complex that it was difficult to know how to tackle 
them. “In recent months I have tried,” Junod said, “to awaken the milieux concerned 
in Switzerland to free Europe’s duty to train African leaders.”

As part of his efforts, Junod had contacted ICRC member Jacques Freymond, a pro-
fessor and director of the Graduate Institute of International Studies in Geneva. They 

1 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 7 April 1960.
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discussed the possibility of setting up, with the Institute’s help, an “entity for African 
studies both for African students and for Swiss students wishing to gain knowledge 
before leaving for Africa”.

In any case, Junod felt that an ICRC presence in Africa was essential since it could 
not only spread knowledge of Red Cross principles but also offer a pacifying influ-
ence. Tribal struggles were often misconstrued. They were due either to the inability 
of Africans to see what united them or were actually fomented from the outside.

In response to Junod’s presentation, the Council decided to send delegates to Africa 
to raise awareness of Red Cross principles while gathering as much information as pos-
sible about the countries they visited.2 However, by 1961 those delegates were entirely 
occupied with the Congo crisis.

In November 1961, therefore, the ICRC decided to send its vice-president, Samuel 
Gonard, to survey the situation in Africa from February to April 1962 and “to deter-
mine what the ICRC could usefully do to ensure protection for military personnel 
and civilians affected by any type of conflict or disturbances that may occur, as well 
as other Red Cross action to help those people”.3

In preparation for Gonard’s mission, Jean Pictet wrote a memorandum about what 
he perceived to be a cultural and economic chasm between Africa and the developed 
world. He felt it was necessary to “show that the whole world can support the Red Cross 
vision because that vision rests upon values shared by all of humanity, which is aware 
they serve the interests of all peoples. The Red Cross is not a belief that is somehow 
at variance with other beliefs. Rather, it embodies an ideal of solidarity that inspires 
solutions tailored for the individual. The moral basis of humanitarian endeavour could 
be summarized in a single brief rule: Do unto others as you would have them do 
unto you. This precept is cherished by all major religions (Buddhism, Christianity, 
Confucianism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism and Taoism). But it is also the golden rule 
for positivists. It is a universal verity, for it is in full accordance with human nature 
and the needs of man as a social animal.”

To persuade Africans of the need to apply the principles of the Geneva Conventions, 
Pictet also advocated “appealing to the concepts of chivalry and military honour, 
which deplore attacks on anyone unable to defend himself ” rather than appealing 
to “sentiments preached by the very people who were enslaving and exploiting them”. 
Pictet added that “the fundamental Red Cross principle that blacks – themselves so 
long treated as inferior – should find easy to accept is the one prohibiting discrimin-
ation, for all it means is caring for people according to the degree of their suffering, 
not according to race, colour, language or religion. All races display the same human 
essence. And it is when people are suffering that their equality, their common humanity, 
is most striking.”4

2 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 7 April 1960.
3 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 23 November 1961.
4 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (003), internal note from Jean Pictet, 5 December 1961.
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Samuel Gonard, the vice-president of the ICRC, was accompanied on his mission 
by a highly experienced delegate, Georg Hoffmann (though Hoffmann’s experience 
had been more in Europe than in Africa). The two-month trip took them to the 
following places:
• the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland (Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland 

gained their independence in 1964 and 1965 respectively, while Southern Rhodesia 
became independent – under the name Zimbabwe – in 1980)

• Kenya (independence in 1963)
• Uganda (independence in 1962)
• Tanganyika (independence in 1961)
• Zanzibar (independence in 1963; union with Tanganyika in 1964 to form Tanzania)
• Ruanda-Urundi (independence in 1962 with separation into two States)
• Congo-Leopoldville (independence in 1960)
• Congo-Brazzaville (independence in 1960).

When they returned, Gonard and Hoffmann drew up a report marked by a rudi-
mentary knowledge of Africa and its history and civilizations, and by the prejudices 
of the day (some passages would be viewed today as racist). It should be realized that 
during much of their travels they were guided by colonial authorities, who sought to 
have the two share their own opinions. At no time did they break away to encounter 
actual African society.

Generally speaking, delegates felt that Africa was in something approximating 
the Middle Ages, but without the religious convictions that gave a sense to sacrifice. 
Africans took life one day at a time, with no sense of history, measuring everything 
exclusively by their personal lives. No traditions could take root, apart from crude 
rituals in which shamans played the role of guardians and priests.

To be sure, Hoffmann and Gonard were shocked by the attitude of the European 
officials they met and wrote that the commanders of colonial troops had, in the event 
of trouble, the firm intention to evacuate the whites “at all costs”. In practical terms, 
they were prepared to “fire into crowds without warning”.

However, the two seemed perfectly prepared to conclude that the “African men-
tality” was devoid of elementary humanitarian concepts such as sparing wounded 
combatants and treating prisoners and displaced people humanely. Such statements 
doubtless merely repeated what their European contacts had told them, since they 
reported that they had had virtually no contact with ordinary Africans.

Practically everyone they met was almost totally ignorant of humanitarian law. Yet 
the red cross emblem seemed widely respected.

The first place they visited was the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland. They 
reported that it was an artificial political construct that may well fall apart at any 
time. It was dominated by a rigid colonial system and Africans were excluded from 
political life.
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When they reached Salisbury,5 they conferred with Geoffrey Senn, who had been 
working on and off as an ICRC delegate since the Second World War. Senn was very 
critical of the colonial regime and the Southern Rhodesia branch of the British Red 
Cross. He noted that young Africans took part in Red Cross activities but there were no 
Africans among the leaders. Hoffmann and Gonard were also received by the civilian 
and military authorities, for example the Federation’s prime minister, who told them 
that the ICRC had his full confidence as a totally neutral international organization.

They then went to Northern Rhodesia, where they met with the authorities and the 
leaders of the British Red Cross branch there. They concluded that Northern Rhodesia 
was “already lost for the whites”.

In Nyasaland, they once again had talks with the authorities and the local Red 
Cross. Then – a marked exception on this mission – they visited Dr Hastings Banda,6 
leader of the Malawi Party, at his villa, guarded by armed men. The report described 
him as having “a dictatorial air about him, speaking of Nyasaland’s population as 
‘my people’”.7 He told his visitors he could not cooperate with the British Red Cross, 
which, he said, was not neutral and acted only for the whites. But once the Federation 
was dissolved and his people free, he would be happy to work with the ICRC to build 
an African Red Cross.8

With the first part of their mission complete, Hoffmann and Gonard noted that 
they had had no contact with ordinary Africans but that this was “unimportant given 
that their opinion is that of their masters and own leaders. Though the masses are 
docile and display little initiative, they are particularly emotional, impressionable, and 
susceptible to harangues such as calls for violence. Crowds listening to a fiery speaker 
burst into flame like tinder and can engage in the most horrific violence.”

While this type of remark reflected the authors’ own prejudice and blindness, it is 
also worth remembering that Hoffmann and Gonard also missed no opportunity to 
insist that blacks should be among the leaders of the local Red Cross. They also urged 
that the principles of the Geneva Conventions be taught to whites as well as blacks, 
and suggested ways to do this. Finally, they noted that the ICRC enjoyed great prestige 
throughout the Federation, the leaders of which greatly appreciated the fact that it had 
sent them on this mission.

Samuel Gonard wrote the following about Geoffrey Senn, whom he met for the 
first time in Salisbury: “Known all the way to the equator and from one ocean to the 
other, Senn is showered with praise by government leaders, the UN and the local Red 

5 Now Harare.
6 Hastings Kamuzu Banda was born in Malawi in 1898. He obtained a medical doctorate in 1937 

in Nashville, Tennessee, then again in 1941 in Edinburgh, Scotland. He practised medicine for 20 
years in Great Britain before becoming the first president of Malawi (1966–1994). He died in South 
Africa in 1997.

7 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 003-001, appended to the report on a mission to sub-Saharan Africa by 
ICRC member Samuel Gonard and delegate Georg Hoffmann, p. 32.

8 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 003-001, report on a mission to sub-Saharan Africa by Gonard and 
Hoffmann, p. 33.
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Cross branches for his enterprising spirit, his sheer energy, his personal courage and 
his great experience of Africa … He thinks of himself as very independent but, when 
all is said and done, his displays of ill-temper mask a fundamental docility. It would be 
exaggerated to say that he is perfectly objective. On the contrary, he can be passionately 
partisan, which is actually quite an appealing trait.”

The two next travelled to Kenya, which was still a British Crown Colony. They met 
settlers and the main British authorities. Their conversations led them to the conclusion 
that an independent Kenya would be at risk of racial conflict worse than the Mau-Mau 
rebellion. Gonard had no hesitation about mechanically repeating what his hosts had 
told him: “The tribes of Kenya are bloodthirsty because their leaders are doctrinaire, 
sectarian mystics whose inexperienced minds are inclined to abstraction.” Gonard, how-
ever, also felt that the British authorities shared the blame for the explosive situation in 
Kenya because they had driven Africans off the fertile land they were cultivating, and 
also because they had done nothing to train black leaders to take over.

Hoffmann and Gonard next went to Uganda. There they found the situation to be 
much better. The country had just gained independence and the government ministers 
were all African aided by British advisers. Cooperation between them seemed good.

For the first time on their mission, they were confronted with the problem of 
Rwandan refugees. They visited a camp run by a British nurse and witnessed its res-
idents carry out a night raid into Rwandan territory to kill their political enemies. 
This operation was followed by a combined Rwandan/Belgian attack to punish the 
aggressors, who were now back in Uganda. Gonard wrote: “Though witnessing this 
was not part of our task, I cannot pass over in silence this reality of camp life, this 
tragedy that is at the moment the major concern of numerous African governments 
and a heavy weight bearing on everyone’s conscience.”

In Tanganyika, Hoffmann and Gonard judged that the transition to independence 
was going smoothly. As in Uganda, no trouble need be feared in the short term.

At the request of the Tanganyikan Red Cross, they visited Zanzibar, where they 
met with leaders of the local Red Cross branch: an Englishwoman, a Pakistani and 
an African, who appeared to get along perfectly well and ran the Red Cross to good 
effect. At the same time, the island was seeking independence for itself and trouble 
was feared.

At the close of this second part of their journey, they noted that the Red Cross 
organizations in East Africa engaged in effective cooperation with the government, par-
ticularly in the realm of health. The main problem was the lack of black representation 
in their leadership. As far as the Geneva Conventions were concerned, the population 
knew nothing about them, while the authorities knew them only a little better.

Hoffmann and Gonard next went to Ruanda-Urundi, where they met the arch-
bishop of Rwanda, a man of Swiss origin, and Belgian and African government repre-
sentatives. They were told that the country was on the verge of anarchy and civil war, 
that medical services were disorganized and that 12,000 Rwandan refugees were living 
in Burundi. There was no local Red Cross to speak of and the Geneva Conventions 
were all but unknown.
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The two then went to Congo. In Leopoldville they met with representatives of the 
civilian and military authorities, and of the UN. They noted an atmosphere of racial 
hatred in the city. The ICRC delegation there was, they felt, not active enough and had 
too few contacts. To remedy this, they took the head of the delegation, Jean de Preux, 
with them to all their official appointments.

Kasapa (Elisabethville) seemed to them much more relaxed than Leopoldville. The 
UN officials they met there were well acquainted with the ICRC.

In Brazzaville (formerly French Congo), Hoffmann and Gonard felt as if they had 
arrived in a new world: “One can at least breathe easy here – perhaps as one would on 
a volcano dormant for the moment – though there is no sense of joy.”

Their mission complete, they concluded that there was the risk of trouble in each 
place they had visited. The place most at risk was Ruanda-Urundi; then, in descending 
order, Nyasaland, Congo-Leopoldville (including Katanga), Kenya, Southern Rhodesia, 
Northern Rhodesia, Tanganyika (including Zanzibar), Congo-Brazzaville and Uganda.

The two felt that the peoples of Africa were “developing” quickly, and recognized 
special qualities in them. They highlighted “family solidarity, an unlimited and com-
pletely disinterested generosity toward other members of their clan”. These traits, 
they wrote, “demonstrate a charitable spirit – even if it is limited to the immediate 
circle – infinitely greater than our generosity, which is so often reluctant or calculating, 
even towards the members of our own families”.9

In conclusion, Hoffmann and Gonard urged the ICRC to launch an intensive, 
Africa-wide effort to make known the principles of humanitarian law. They expressed 
regret that Belgium, Britain and France had not made the efforts needed to spread 
knowledge of the Geneva Conventions. They also suggested that the ICRC facilitate 
the recognition of new National Societies in newly independent countries, and con-
tribute to their development. To this end, they felt the ICRC should open a “regional 
delegation”, one that would cover all the places they had visited.

Regional delegation opens

At a plenary meeting in July 1962, the ICRC took note of Georg Hoffmann and 
Samuel Gonard’s report and decided to open a delegation covering, roughly, all of 
Africa south of the equator. Hoffmann was appointed head of delegation. His task 
would consist essentially of:
• maintaining contact with governments and possibly opposition leaders, with 

National Societies, Swiss diplomatic and consular services, and ICRC field delegates
• following closely ICRC field work and possibly recruiting new delegates already 

living in Africa

9 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 003-001 to 004, special fact-finding mission by Gonard and Hoffman to 
the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, Tanganyika, Kenya, Uganda, Ruanda-Urundi, Congo-
Leopoldville and Congo-Brazzaville, from 5 February to 4 April 1962, 29 June 1962.
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• travelling to the various countries and territories covered to assess the pol-
itical situation

• promoting knowledge of the Geneva Conventions and urging new States to become 
bound by them

• helping train new National Societies and facilitating their recognition by the ICRC
• helping train Africans to run those National Societies
• selecting local people for courses at ICRC headquarters and for scholarships
• working on the huge problem of refugees
• going immediately to places where troubles erupted to take initial action and advise 

on further action.

The new delegation covered the following: Angola, Burundi, Congo-Leopoldville, 
Katanga, Kenya, Madagascar, Mozambique, Nyasaland, Northern and Southern 
Rhodesia, Rwanda, Tanganyika, Uganda and South Africa. It would remain in place 
until all the goals set for it had been met. Delegates working in any of the places covered 
would ultimately be under Hoffmann’s orders.10

This was only the third time in its history that the ICRC had assigned a delegate to 
open a delegation not in response to an existing conflict, but mostly to develop contacts 
with the authorities and National Societies across a region. The previous examples had 
been Beirut (for the Middle East, and headed by David de Traz) and Phnom Penh (for 
Asia, and headed by André Durand).

The new delegation was based in Salisbury and Hoffmann took up his post at the 
beginning of 1963. In that first year he travelled to Angola, Congo-Leopoldville, Kenya, 
Madagascar, Mauritius, Mozambique, Réunion, Northern Rhodesia, South Africa, 
Swaziland, Tanganyika and Uganda.

In all these places he contacted the authorities and existing or emerging National 
Societies. He discussed promoting knowledge of the Geneva Conventions, National 
Society development and, where applicable, the possibility of visiting political detainees.11

The following year, Hoffmann further developed his contacts in Kenya, Southern 
Rhodesia, South Africa (where he also visited political detainees), Sudan, Tanganyika 
and Uganda.

He also went to Zanzibar, where the sultanate had just been overthrown. He visited 
five places of detention where 1,900 political detainees were being held. He talked with 
the authorities about the plight of the Arab minority, whose members faced persecution 
and wished to leave the island. Following Hoffmann’s mission, the ICRC worked to 
facilitate the minority’s emigration to Arab countries, in particular Oman.12

10 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 5 July 1962.
11 ICRC Annual Report 1963, pp. 12–13.
12 ICRC Annual Report 1964, pp. 24–25. Much of the Arab population on the island came from Oman, 

since Zanzibar was once an Omani possession.
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During this time, the League of Red Cross Societies was also active in that part of 
Africa, for example working to help refugees fleeing Rwanda to Burundi, Tanganyika, 
Uganda and Congo.

In January 1965, Hoffmann presented a report to a plenary meeting of the ICRC 
on the events in Stanleyville. He stressed that the delegates were unable to remain there 
because their lives were in constant danger. The ICRC concluded that it was absolutely 
imperative to make “ICRC work and principles” better known in Africa. It decided to 
assign Hoffmann, as of February, to carry out a “prospection and assessment” mission 
in the countries of West Africa from Senegal southward. He would close down the 
delegation in Salisbury and open a new one in Dakar, even though the objectives set 
for the Salisbury delegation were far from fulfilled. The explanation lies in the fact 
that the ICRC of those days had too few delegates and other resources to open one 
delegation without closing another.13

Conclusion

The mission carried out by Georg Hoffmann and Samuel Gonard (who would become 
ICRC president in October 1964) was carefully prepared by the organization. A number 
of experts were consulted in the process, but Africa remained terra incognita for the 
ICRC. Reverend Henri-Philippe Junod showed great foresight. His discussions with 
Jacques Freymond and his idea of a school of African studies were eventually realized 
when Freymond set up the Africa Institute in Geneva, the future Graduate Institute 
of International and Development Studies.14

Hoffmann and Gonard’s mission was a first for the ICRC. It was only then that the 
ICRC began to realize just how complex the problems of sub-Saharan Africa – Congo-
Leopoldville and Kenya aside – were, with its many newly independent countries and 
others about to become independent. The ICRC would never again leave Black Africa, 
about which it had known practically nothing before the 1960s. When the Biafran 
war erupted in Nigeria in 1967, Black Africa would become the place where the organ-
ization did the most protection and assistance work and strove the hardest to spread 
knowledge of humanitarian law.

This mission demonstrated the ICRC’s desire to better understand a continent 
that it was only beginning to discover, at a time when most of the countries on that 
continent were gaining independence or on the verge of doing so. It also showed the 
immense difficulty of jettisoning the prejudices of the day. Prejudiced or not, the ICRC 
knew it was dealing with a continent headed straight for independence.

13 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meetings of 6 and 7 January 1965.
14 IRRC, No. 324, September 1998, pp. 577–579. In 2007, the Graduate Institute of Development 

Studies merged with the Graduate Institute of International Studies to become the Graduate 
Institute of International and Development Studies.
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If one looks beyond Hoffmann and Gonard’s mission for a broader view of the 
ICRC’s first steps on sub-Saharan African soil in the period covered by this book, it 
is clear that the organization allowed itself neither the time nor the resources needed 
to properly understand the end phase of colonization. Nor did it anticipate the conse-
quences in humanitarian terms of the emergence of these new States and the political 
dimension involved, with which the indigenous elites had previously had no experience. 
Henri-Philippe Junod aside, the organization failed to consult people who could have 
helped it take the measure of these upheavals and find its way on terra incognita. The 
ICRC also failed to devote enough thought to the best way of responding to the new 
types of conflict connected with the liberation of colonized peoples. Whereas in Algeria 
the ICRC endeavoured to obtain contacts with the FLN, headquarters in Geneva for-
bade delegates working in the same period in Kenya and other places in sub-Saharan 
Africa to have direct contact with the Mau Maus or other liberation movements. This 
was done because they were regarded by the colonial powers as criminal organizations. 
Delegates did have contact with members of these movements during prison visits, but, 
far too often, this took place in an atmosphere of charity and paternalism. The ICRC 
needed a new generation of delegates to liberate it from the prejudices that belonged 
to the Europe of the colonial period.





Goa 
(1961)

A Portuguese colony in India

In 1488, the Portuguese explorer Bartolomeu Dias was attempting to find the Indies 
by sailing around Africa. When he reached the Cape of Storms (later renamed Cape 
of Good Hope by John II, the king of Portugal), however, he was forced to turn back 
because his crew refused to go any further. A few years later, Vasco da Gama successfully 
rounded the Cape and proceeded to explore the east coast of Africa before reaching 
India in 1497. In the years that followed, the Portuguese further explored the Indian 
Ocean, progressed down through the Strait of Malacca and began to discover the 
islands that now constitute Indonesia.

In 1510, the Portuguese conquistador Alfonso de Albuquerque seized Goa, on the 
west coast of India. The enclave, at the mouth of both the Mondovi and Zuari rivers, 
is about 400 km south of the city (then non-existent) of Bombay.1 It ran about 100 km 
along the coast and covered 3,600 square km in all. In 1535, the Portuguese seized 
Diu island and the Kathiawar peninsula in the Saurashtra region of India. In 1559, 
finally, they took both a port they dubbed Damão2 some 550 km north of Goa and the 
nearby territory of Dadra and Nagar Haveli. Goa became the administrative capital, 
with a viceroy, of imperial Portugal’s Indian Ocean possessions, which extended from 
present-day Indonesia all the way around to Mozambique.

The rest of India was conquered by the British gradually over the 17th and 18th cen-
turies. Traditionally an ally of Portugal, Britain did not interfere with Portuguese 
possessions in India, though they occupied them from 1809 to 1813 while Portugal 
itself was under occupation by Napoleon’s army.

India gained independence in 1947. In 1950 it informed the Portuguese govern-
ment of its position that that country’s possessions on the subcontinent should become 
Indian territory and proposed negotiations to this end. The proposal was rejected by 
Portugal, which felt that Goa, Damão and Diu constituted part of its national terri-
tory. The Indians grew all the less willing to accept Portugal’s refusal when France 
returned Pondicherry and its other subcontinental trading posts in 1954. The Indians 

1 Mumbai since 1995.
2 Daman since 1961.
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thereupon moved in to occupy Dadra and Nagar Haveli and blockaded the other 
Portuguese possessions.

In 1955, about 3,000 supporters of Goa’s restoration to India crossed into the 
territory. Others followed in the next few days. The Portuguese authorities put up 
armed resistance. A dozen men were killed and some 200 injured. A further 1,000 were 
arrested. India and Portugal severed diplomatic ties. Two years later, armed Indians 
infiltrated into Goa. Finally, in December 1961, 30,000 Indian soldiers invaded Goa, 
Damão and Diu, which were defended by only some 3,500 Portuguese soldiers. In the 
fighting that followed, three Indian officers were killed and 20 soldiers wounded, while 
one Portuguese officer and 16 soldiers were killed. A further 40 Portuguese personnel 
were wounded and over 3,000 captured.

Goa became Indian territory.
In 1967, Goa’s inhabitants voted massively against incorporation in the Indian state 

of Maharashtra and in favour of a special status enabling them to preserve the particular 
identity conferred on them by 450 years of Portuguese domination.

ICRC action

Indian Red Cross and ICRC seek visits

In November 1955, the Indian Red Cross Society asked the ICRC to help Indian 
political prisoners being held in Goa. It based its request on Article 4 of the ICRC’s 
statutes, which affirms the organization’s right of humanitarian initiative.3

The ICRC forwarded this request to the Portuguese Red Cross and offered to aid 
the prisoners. The Portuguese replied that journalists had already visited the prisoners 
and found that they were being well treated. The National Society offered to verify 
whether the situation had changed but did not address the ICRC’s offer.4 Among the 
journalists to whom the Portuguese referred was René Lombard, a Swiss who had 
travelled to Goa in 1955 following the demonstrations in August of that year. He 
visited two prisons where the conditions of detention seemed to him satisfactory, as 
he confirmed to the ICRC when it asked him some months later.

In January 1956, the Portuguese Red Cross informed the ICRC that it had looked 
into the matter and confirmed that the Indian prisoners were being well treated. There 
was therefore no need for ICRC action.5

The ICRC forwarded this information to the Indian Red Cross, which then wrote 
to the Portuguese Red Cross offering to visit Goan prisons itself.6 The Portuguese Red 

3 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (83), letter from the Indian Red Cross to the ICRC, 19 November 1955.
4 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (83), letter from the Portuguese Red Cross to the ICRC, 12 December 

1955.
5 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (83), letter from the Portuguese Red Cross to the ICRC, 11 January 

1956.
6 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (83), letter from the Indian Red Cross to the ICRC, 20 May 1956.



294 part iii. wars of national liberation

Cross replied that the Portuguese government would allow the Indian Red Cross to 
make such visits provided that the Indian government allowed it – the Portuguese Red 
Cross – to visit Portuguese nationals interned in Dadra and Nagar Haveli.7

In late 1957, the Indian Red Cross once again asked the ICRC to do what was 
needed to enable one of its delegates to visit prisons in Goa.8 The ICRC thereupon 
approached the Portuguese government directly, reminding it that the ICRC had 
visited prisons in situations analogous to that in Goa: in Algeria, Costa Rica, Cyprus, 
Greece, Guatemala, Morocco, Nicaragua, Spain, etc. Finally, it made clear that its inten-
tion was not to “interfere in the exercise of State sovereignty” but simply to verify that 
the detainees were being treated humanely. It added that a delegate currently working in 
the Far East, William Michel, had applied for a visa to Goa at the Portuguese embassy 
in Bangkok.9

ICRC visits to prisons in Goa

William Michel arrived in Goa in December 1957. He was received by the governor of 
Portuguese India, who gave him permission to visit the prisons and talk with Indian 
and Indo-Portuguese detainees in private. During his prison visits, he drew up a list 
of complaints and observed that some cells were overcrowded and hygiene conditions 
poor. After these visits, Michel was again received by the governor, who wished to hear 
about the findings in person and who assured Michel that he would see to it that his 
suggestions for improving conditions were carried out.10

In early 1958, the Indian and Portuguese National Societies agreed to organize 
between themselves the delivery of packages sent by the detainees’ families.11

ICRC action in connection with Indo-Portuguese fighting

Since postal links between Portugal and India had also been severed, the ICRC began 
in late 1961 – just after India’s invasion – to forward to the Indian Red Cross family 
messages for Portuguese detained in India.

At the same time, the ICRC’s deputy director for general affairs, Claude Pilloud, 
travelled to Goa accompanied by Major-General C. K. Lakshmanan, secretary-general 
of the Indian Red Cross.

7 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (83), letter from the Portuguese Red Cross to the ICRC, 6 September 
1956.

8 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (83), letter from the Indian Red Cross to the ICRC, 11 November 1957.
9 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (83), letter from the ICRC to the Portuguese ambassador to Switzerland, 

4 December 1957.
10 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (83), mission report by William Michel, 19 December 1957.
11 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (83), letter from the Portuguese Red Cross to the ICRC, 4 February 

1958.
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Pilloud contacted the commander of Indian forces, who allowed him to visit the 
Indians’ Portuguese prisoners and to distribute aid to them. However, the Indian gov-
ernment did not believe that its seizure of Goa amounted to a war but merely to the lib-
eration of Indian territory. It therefore saw no reason to apply the Geneva Conventions.12

Over Christmas, Pilloud visited camps for Portuguese prisoners of war and civilian 
internees in Panjim, Mormugão and Margão. In Panjim he also visited wounded 
Portuguese in military and civilian hospitals. Finally, he asked the Indian authorities 
to give the ICRC a list of their Portuguese prisoners and internees.

For their part, the Portuguese had interned Indian nationals living in Portugal 
and Portuguese colonies such as Mozambique and Macao. The ICRC asked for the 
Portuguese government’s permission to visit them. Thus in January 1962, Jean-Pierre 
Maunoir visited five Indian nationals being held in Lisbon.13

Meanwhile another delegate, Jacques Ruff, visited 53 Indians interned in Macao. 
He then went to New Delhi, where he received permission to carry out a new visit to 
Portuguese prisoners and internees captured in Goa. He gathered almost 4,400 capture 
cards and nearly 3,000 family messages.14

Another delegate, Robert Guinand, visited some 2,000 Indians interned in nine 
places of detention in Mozambique.15

Generally speaking, the ICRC observed that prisoners of war and civilian internees 
on both sides were being treated properly.

In April 1962, the ICRC asked the Indian and Portuguese governments to repat-
riate those prisoners and internees still detained by them. It based this request on 
Article 118 of the Third Geneva Convention, which requires prisoners to be released 
and repatriated without delay after the end of active hostilities.16

In the weeks that followed, India and Portugal organized this repatriation through 
the intermediaries they had named as protecting powers (Egypt and Brazil respectively).17

12 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (83), mission report by Claude Pilloud, 4 January 1962.
13 IRRC, No. 11, February 1962, pp. 89–90.
14 Article 70 of the Third Geneva Convention provides for “capture cards” that allow prisoners of war 

to inform their families and the Central Prisoners of War Agency or its present-day equivalent of 
their capture. Each prisoner has the right to fill out one of these cards as soon as he is imprisoned, 
and no later than one week after he arrives in the camp or quarantine area. Under Article 71 of the 
Convention, prisoners of war must also be allowed to correspond with their family, as long as the 
content of that correspondence is strictly family-related.

15 IRRC, No. 12, March 1962, pp. 144; No. 13, April 1962, p. 198.
16 IRRC, No. 14, May 1962, p. 268.
17 ICRC Archives, B AG 210 (83-166), letter from Jean-Pierre Maunoir to Robert Guinand, 24 April 

1962; B AG 210 (83-166), letter from Maunoir to Guinand, 8 May 1962. When diplomatic relations 
between India and Portugal were severed in 1955, India asked Egypt to represent its interests in 
Portugal, while Portugal turned to Brazil for the same purpose. When the dispute led to an armed 
conflict, it was no longer simply a question of representing foreign interests, but also of taking on 
the role of protecting power to safeguard the interests and nationals of the two countries (Arts 8, 
8, 8 and 9, respectively, of the First, Second, Third and Fourth Geneva Conventions). During the 
Suez Crisis (1956), Egypt asked India to represent its interests in France and the United Kingdom.
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Conclusion

Red Cross work in connection with Goa consisted largely of action by the Portuguese 
and Indian National Societies during the anti-Portuguese events of the 1950s and the 
Indo-Portuguese conflict of 1961–1962.

First, the Indian Red Cross approached the ICRC in connection with Indian 
nationals detained in Goa. Then the Portuguese Red Cross looked into those detainees’ 
situation. In 1958, the Indian and Portuguese National Societies started organizing 
the sending of relief parcels to Indian detainees. Finally, during the Indo-Portuguese 
conflict, the Indian Red Cross delivered family messages to Portuguese prisoners.

The ICRC, for its part, was – thanks to support from the Indian and Portuguese 
governments – able to help civilians and military personnel affected by the fighting, 
even though the Indian government claimed that the Geneva Conventions were not 
applicable because the conflict, it said, was merely a matter of liberating a small portion 
of Indian territory.

Though the ICRC was, for the most part, able to carry out its assigned tasks in 
connection with international armed conflict, one cannot avoid the impression that 
its impact was limited by its sending in delegates only for temporary missions, instead 
of endeavouring to have an ongoing presence in India and Portugal.



Part IV 
Conflicts related to the Cold War

All the conflicts that horrified the world between 1956 and 1965 more or less bore the 
stamp of the Cold War. Regardless of the reasons for the fighting – i.e. whether it was 
driven by internal or external forces – many belligerents sought aid either from Moscow 
or Washington. In other cases, the superpowers themselves offered their assistance, in 
order to expand their sphere of influence or to prevent the other side from getting there 
first. In the very rare cases where both Washington and Moscow kept their distance, 
it was probably the result of a tacit agreement between them.

Obviously, however, some conflicts were more deeply marked by the Cold War 
than others. That happened because one of the parties to conflict was already aligned 
with Moscow or Washington, because the US, the Soviet Union or China had inter-
vened, or because the conflict was itself the result of the world being carved up into 
mutually antagonistic blocs. Such was the case in the Cuban Civil War that led to 
the fall of Batista in 1958, the civil war that ravaged Laos from 1960 on, the Vietnam 
War, and – to a lesser extent – the Sino-Indian War of 1962. Though there were often 
internal factors as well, these conflicts may be considered the bitter fruit of the Cold 
War –as the Chinese Civil War, the French Indochina War and the Korean War had 
all been.

ICRC action in connection with these conflicts was hamstrung by their enormous 
ideological charge, the parameters of the Cold War itself and the precarious relations 
between the ICRC and the Soviet bloc.





The ICRC in Cuba – 
from the Revolution to the Bay of Pigs 

(1958–1962)

Christopher Columbus set foot in Cuba on his very first voyage across the Atlantic. On 
28 October 1492 he dropped anchor in the Gulf of Bariay, east of present-day Gibara. 
“Here lies the most beautiful land ever seen by the eyes of man,” Columbus is said to 
have cried. For Cuba, however, it marked the beginning of a long trail of tragedy. As 
on the other Caribbean islands, the Spaniards were quick to seize the land and force 
the indigenous people to work mines and sugar and tobacco plantations. In less than 
20 years, the local population had been virtually wiped out by massacres, ill-treatment 
and European diseases to which they had no immunity. To replace them, African slaves 
were imported and later Europeans – mostly Spaniards – driven by poverty to emi-
grate. The slavery-based economy in Cuba relentlessly exploited the island’s resources 
and imposed crushing taxes on the inhabitants. There were frequent slave revolts and 
periodic rebellions against Spanish rule.

By the 19th century, other Spanish colonies in Latin America had been able to 
take advantage of Napoleon’s occupation of the Iberian peninsula to make themselves 
independent. Hostility to Spanish dominion in Cuba had therefore grown even fiercer 
than before.

The first war for independence involved a decade of struggle that ended in 1878 with 
the rebels’ defeat. In 1895, a group of Cuban exiles crossed from the United States and 
launched a new revolt. The merciless crushing of this new bid for independence thor-
oughly alienated the population. After the USS Maine exploded and sank in Havana 
harbour in 1898, the US intervened on the side of anti-colonial rebels in their ongoing 
struggle. US forces eventually defeated Spain in both Cuba and the Philippines.

The US ended its military occupation of Cuba after four years and granted inde-
pendence in May 1902. But the new republic had a rocky road ahead, marked – as else-
where in Latin America – by increasing military influence in political life. Moreover, 
Cuba found it difficult to throw off the shackles inherited from the colonial period: 
acute disparity in wealth, extreme poverty among a major portion of the population, 
agricultural land owned by foreign companies or large estate holders, illiteracy, and 
inadequate infrastructure for the maintenance of public hygiene, various forms of 
discrimination practised against the black minority, etc., while the Cuban economy, 
including the wealth derived from the sugar-cane plantations, largely passed into 
US hands.
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In 1940, General Fulgencio Batista was elected president of Cuba. Four years later 
his bid for re-election was thwarted. He nevertheless continued to wield preponderant 
influence over the country’s political life.

Batista returned to power in 1952 following a coup d’état. He suspended the con-
stitution and political liberties, imposing a cruel, corrupt and despotic regime.

The Castro revolution

Fidel Castro, a young lawyer who had taken part in uprisings in the Dominican 
Republic and later Colombia, eventually formed a revolutionary group in his native 
Cuba. In July 1953, the group launched an attack on military barracks in Santiago 
de Cuba. The attack failed; Castro was captured and sentenced to 15 years in prison. 
However, he was released two years later as part of a general amnesty and left Cuba 
for Mexico.

In late 1956, 82 rebels came ashore west of Santiago on Cuba’s southern coast. 
There they were surprised by government troops: several were killed and others cap-
tured. However, 12 rebels – among them Castro, his brother Raúl and Ernesto “Che” 
Guevara – escaped into the Sierra Maestra mountains above Santiago Bay. In the 
months that followed, they managed to recruit hundreds of like-minded people, espe-
cially agricultural workers and other labourers who were attracted by the promise of 
land reform and who received fields to cultivate in guerrilla-held areas. The son of 
an immigrant from north-western Spain, Castro was heir to the many revolutionary 
movements in Cuba since the Spanish conquest. While embracing that heritage, he 
also incorporated newer aspects of Latin American revolutionary warfare, especially 
the principle of basing the campaign solidly in the countryside before moving into the 
cities. By the end of 1957, Castro and his guerrillas controlled an appreciable portion 
of Cuban territory. Gradually the conflict spread, and Batista’s troops – poorly trained, 
poorly paid, poorly led and totally demoralized – crumbled in the guerrillas’ path. At 
dawn on 1 January 1958, Batista fled Cuba. Castro’s forces accomplished the stunning 
feat of entering as victors, first Santiago and then, a few days later, Havana. It was 
stunning because a few hundred bearded guerrillas – appearing out of nowhere on 
jeeps (at best), but certainly without heavy weapons, an air force or outside help – had 
overthrown a brutal dictatorship that had ruled by means of armed forces and police.

The new Cuban government set up a revolutionary regime that concentrated on 
agrarian reform, education and public health care. From 1960 on, relations between 
Cuba and the United States deteriorated as Havana nationalized property belonging 
to US companies. The US struck back by reducing Cuba’s sugar-import quota and 
then, in October, by imposing a total embargo on imports from and exports to Cuba, 
a huge island just to the south of Florida. Cuba tightened its ties to the Soviet Union 
and the rest of Eastern Europe.

Opponents of the Castro regime found refuge in the United States. Many were 
given military training by the CIA in Florida, Guatemala and Nicaragua. In 1961, 
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the CIA landed 2,000 of these rebels on a beach in the Bay of Pigs, convinced that 
the population would rise up and support them. In the event they were routed by the 
Cuban military, which took over 1,000 prisoners.

ICRC action

Helping Cuban soldiers captured by the rebels

In April 1958, the ICRC’s Presidential Council discussed the events in Cuba. It con-
cluded that the situation did not justify an offer of services to the two parties con-
cerned. It did, however, agree to the Directorate’s suggestion that a telegram be sent 
to the Cuban Red Cross, calling on it to aid those affected by the fighting and to do 
what it could to ensure that the belligerents complied with common Article 3, which 
is applicable in non-international armed conflicts.1

The following July, the ICRC received the following telegram, via Caracas, from 
Fidel Castro himself:

Following the most recent battle here in the Sierra Maestra, we captured many wounded 
Batista soldiers. It has always been our custom to treat wounded enemy soldiers in our 
improvised hospitals, and we have saved many lives. On this occasion, however, there were 
simply too many for us to put into practice our humanitarian principles. Seriously wounded 
prisoners have been laid on the ground without even any blankets or the food that they 
need. Medicines are in short supply because Batista’s army has long taken strict measures to 
prevent medicines being brought into rebel territory, this though most of what we have has 
been used for wounded prisoners. We have publicly proposed – unconditionally and asking 
nothing in return – that Cuban Red Cross representatives should come and evacuate these 
wounded people and we have stated that we are prepared to hand them over to receive the 
treatment they need. As incredible as it may seem, 72 hours have elapsed and we still have 
no reply. Evidently the Red Cross has not yet received the permission needed. These wounded 
men cannot wait. It seems not only inhumane but absurd that Batista should be opposed 
to this offer, for these are not rebels but his own men. Only an ungrateful traitor would 
refuse care for the men who have served him, and refuse permission for the Red Cross – a 
humanitarian organization uninvolved in the conflict – to provide that care. We hope that 
your glorious organization, with all the weight of its worldwide prestige and the nobility of 
its aims, will take steps to ensure that Batista grants with no further delay the safe conduct 
needed for this humanitarian service.

Respectfully, Fidel Castro, Commander-in-Chief of the rebel army,  
Sierra Maestra (Cuba), 3 July 19582

1 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 10 April 1958.
2 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (060), telegram from Fidel Castro to the ICRC, 3 July 1958.
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The day it received this message, the ICRC communicated its contents to the Cuban 
Red Cross, asking what measures it planned to take and offering to help in any way. In 
particular, the ICRC offered to immediately send a delegate to Cuba.

Not having any address for Fidel Castro, the ICRC broadcast a message on the 
Swiss short-wave radio service, telling Castro that it had forwarded his message to the 
Cuban Red Cross. Castro confirmed his offer in a further telegram sent via Caracas 
to the ICRC on 6 July. The organization passed this too on to the Cuban Red Cross.3

On 9 July, the ICRC sent Pierre Jequier to Havana with the following instructions:

• contact the Cuban Red Cross and help it in any way possible to carry out its human-
itarian tasks

• discuss with the National Society all matters of humanitarian concern “falling 
within the ICRC’s traditional spheres of competence as a neutral intermediary 
striving to help people affected by international or internal conflict”

• remind the National Society of the provisions of common Article 3

• contact the rebel forces, “ascertaining their needs and, if necessary, make all 
appropriate arrangements with the Cuban Red Cross for equitable distribu-
tion of any relief supplies which might be required”. [The instructions referred 
here to Resolution XIX of the 19th International Red Cross Conference (New 
Delhi, 1957).]4

Jequier was received by the leaders of the Cuban Red Cross and subsequently by 
Fulgencio Batista himself. The government declared itself ready to give the orders 
needed for the Cuban Red Cross to recover, in Jequier’s presence, the wounded pris-
oners whom Fidel Castro had offered to hand over unconditionally. It suggested the 
environs of the town of Bayomo, situated near the rebel-controlled area.

Jequier cabled this information to the ICRC with the request that it be passed on 
to the leaders of the “rebel army”, as he himself was unable to make direct contact with 
them. Castro was communicating with the outside world through a radio transmitter in 
the Sierra Maestra. His broadcasts were received by a radio in Caracas and information 

3 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (060), telegram from Fidel Castro to the ICRC, 6 July 1958.
4 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (060), instructions from Roger Gallopin, executive director of the 

ICRC, to Pierre Jequier regarding his mission to Cuba, 9 July 1958. Resolution XIX of the 19th 
International Conference of the Red Cross states that, “the XIXth International Conference of the 
Red Cross, considering it necessary to ensure maximum efficiency and equity in the distribution 
of relief supplies in the event of internal disturbances, declares that relief supplies of all types must 
be distributed equitably among the victims by the National Red Cross Society, without hindrance 
on the part of the local authorities; considers that, in the event of the National Red Cross Society 
being unable to come to the assistance of the victims, or whenever it may be deemed necessary or 
urgent, the International Committee of the Red Cross should take the initiative for the distribution 
of relief supplies, in agreement with the authorities concerned; requests authorities to grant the Red 
Cross every facility in carrying out relief actions.”
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49.  Cuba, 1959. Clothing and blankets being loaded at Cuban Red Cross headquarters 
in Havana for shipment to Santiago de Cuba.  © ICRC (ICRC/CID, V P CU-E-00014)/

50.  Cuba, 1958. Cuban Red Cross members (at right) parading in the Oriente province. 
 © ICRC (ICRC/CID, V P CU-E-00005)
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passed on from there. The ICRC therefore served as an intermediary between Castro 
and the Cuban government by forwarding their messages via Geneva and Caracas.

On 14 July, Castro informed the ICRC via Caracas that he accepted the proposal 
passed on by Jequier, but that the wounded could not be taken to Bayomo since that 
would involve a four-day march through the mountains. He suggested another meeting 
point, an isolated place in the Sierra Maestra. Castro also made the following appeal 
to Cuban soldiers surrounded by his rebels:

Sierra Maestra, 16 July 1958

Soldiers,

Convinced that resistance is useless and would lead only to greater bloodshed in this battle 
that has now lasted for five days, and because this is a fight between Cubans, the rebel army 
offers you surrender on the following terms:

1. Only weapons will be taken. All personnel possessions will be left untouched.

2. The wounded will be handed over to the Red Cross, as is currently the case for the 
wounded soldiers taken prisoner during the battle of Santo Domingo.

3. All prisoners – officers and other ranks – will be freed within 15 days.

4. Until handed over to the Red Cross, the wounded will be cared for in our hospitals by 
competent doctors, including surgeons.

5. All members of the group now under siege will immediately receive cigars, food and 
anything they need.

6. No prisoner will be interrogated, maltreated or humiliated, by word or by deed. On the 
contrary, every captured soldier will receive the generous and humane treatment we have 
always afforded to soldiers taken prisoner.

7. We will immediately inform by radio the wife, mother, father and other members of 
the family of each one of you – all those who are at this moment weeping in despair at 
receiving no news of you and not knowing what has become of you.

If you accept these conditions, send a man carrying a white flag and saying out loud that 
he wishes to parley.

Fidel Castro

Commander-in-Chief of the rebel forces

On 15 July, Pierre Jequier travelled with staff from the Cuban Red Cross to Bayamo, 
where he talked to the commander of military operations in the area. The two worked 
out a new plan for evacuating the wounded prisoners.

The ICRC, which had by then sent a second delegate, Jean-Pierre Schoenholzer, 
passed on this proposal to Fidel Castro. On 20 July Castro sent the following 



306 part iv. conflicts related to the cold war

counter-proposal: the wounded men would be transported by men bearing a white 
flag to a nearer, more accessible point, where they would be handed over to the ICRC.

The delegates forwarded this proposal to the Cuban Red Cross and the authorities, 
who accepted it.5

A truce was thus declared on 23–24 July. The delegates travelled to the place sug-
gested by Castro, an advanced position of the Cuban army. There, they watched as a 
woman carrying a white flag approached on horseback. She told them that 50 wounded 
prisoners were nearby. She was then joined by Che Guevara, who told the delegates that 
200 more prisoners were a bit further away, to the rear. The Cuban army had agreed 
to accept all these prisoners and sure enough they arrived in small groups, the most 
seriously wounded carried by their comrades. They were immediately placed in the care 
of three Cuban Red Cross doctors and then taken away by an army helicopter. In this 
operation, 253 wounded and sick men were handed over to the Cuban Red Cross and 
the army, under ICRC auspices.

On 24 July, Che Guevara handed ICRC delegates a note signed by him. It asked the 
ICRC “to recognize the delegation in the Republic of Venezuela of our revolutionary 
armed movement” so that this delegation could transmit messages between the Sierra 
Maestra and Geneva. The ICRC delegates gave the Cuban Red Cross 2,000 US dollars 
to buy medical supplies locally and hand them over to its rebel contacts.6

At the end of July, deciding that Jequier and Schoenholzer had completed their 
mission, the ICRC recalled them from Cuba.7

Second ICRC mission

In August, the Cuban Civic Revolutionary Front (Frente Cívico Revolucionario) in 
exile, made up of all the parties opposed to the Batista government, sent an official 
representative to the ICRC. This was Professor Roberto Agramonte, who had taught 
at the University of Havana and would be appointed foreign minister after Castro’s 
victory. He gave the ICRC a detailed report on the situation in Cuba and requested 
that ICRC delegates visit both prisoners held by the government’s forces and those 
held by the revolutionary forces.8

5 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (060), note from Pierre Jequier to the ICRC, 12 July 1958; radiogram 
from Ernesto Capo (Caracas) to the ICRC, 15 July 1958; internal note from Pierre Jequier to Pierre 
Vibert, 20 April 1959; internal note from Cornelio Sommaruga, 13 September 1988. When Cornelio 
Sommaruga, then the president of the ICRC, made an official visit to Cuba on 13 September 1988, 
Fidel Castro gave him a photocopy of the handwritten document dated 16 July 1958.

6 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (060), note from Che Guevara, 24 July 1958; telegram from Pierre Jequier 
to the ICRC, 26 July 1958; A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 14 August 1958. 
RICR, Supplement, Vol. XI, No. 8, August 1958, pp. 181–182; Vol. XII, No. 5, May 1959, pp. 99–107.

7 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (011), telephone call between Pierre Jequier and Roger Gallopin, 28 July 
1958.

8 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (060), report by Prof. Roberto Agramonte to the ICRC, 13 August 1958.



 cuba – from the revolution to the bay of pigs (1958–1962) 307

The ICRC responded by sending a new delegate, Maurice Thudichum, to Havana 
in September. He made a number of contacts with the Batista government, requesting 
permission to undertake protection and assistance work for everyone affected by the 
conflict. He was rebuffed, however, and returned to Geneva after a month. The ICRC 
nevertheless continued endeavouring to persuade Batista to allow further action in 
Cuba, but all its efforts were to no avail.9

In the days leading up to the Batista regime’s collapse, the ICRC appealed to both 
parties – by telegram and radio – to respect the spirit of the 1949 Geneva Conventions 
(ratified by Cuba in 1954) and to implement common Article 3 in its entirety.10

ICRC returns after Castro victory

On 1 January 1959, the new leaders of the Cuban Red Cross called on the ICRC for 
help. It decided to send Pierre Jequier back to Cuba. He promptly left with instructions 
to act in accordance with the ICRC’s humanitarian principles and common Article 3, 
in order to help the National Society and “to carry out the ICRC’s traditional activities 
for all those affected by the events”.

Jequier was received by the Cuban Red Cross and, a week later, by the new Cuban 
president, Manuel Urrutia, who promised to respect the provisions of the Geneva 
Conventions relating to the treatment of “military prisoners”.11 The next day, Jequier 
visited an internment camp in which about 400 officers and soldiers, as well as 
policemen and some civilians, were being held.12

Jequier also met Fidel Castro and, later, Roberto Agramonte, the foreign minister, 
who expressed his disappointment that the ICRC had not acted in behalf of civilians 
who had fallen into the hands of the Batista police. In his view, the ICRC enjoyed great 
moral standing but had not used it to exert pressure on the former government. Jequier 
explained that the ICRC’s inability to help civilian victims of the regime had been 
due to the fact that, in the event of conflict within a State, it could act only with the 
consent of the government, and that in this case all its approaches had been rebuffed. 
He requested permission to continue his visits to detainees, but the minister declined 
to take a decision immediately.13

9 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 14 August 1958, 
13 November 1958 and 11 December 1958; B AG 200 (060), note from Maurice Thudichum to 
the ICRC, 14 August 1958. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XII, No. 5, May 1959, pp. 104–106.

10 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (060), message from the ICRC, 30 December 1958. RICR, Supplement, 
Vol. XII, No. 5, May 1959, p. 106.

11 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (060), ICRC press release, 9 January 1959; mission report by Pierre 
Jequier, 14 January 1959.

12 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (060), mission report by Pierre Jequier, 18 January 1959.
13 ICRC Archives, B AG 202 (060), note from Pierre Jequier to the ICRC, 30 January 1959. RICR, 

Supplement, Vol. XII, No. 5, May 1959, p. 106.
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At its meeting of 12 February 1959, the ICRC’s Presidential Council discussed the 
organization’s approach during the conflict. Some members regretted that the ICRC 
had not “followed a firmer and clearer line” and had not “devoted somewhat more 
attention to the rebels’ appeals”. They also regretted the fact that the three delegates 
sent to Cuba had not stayed there longer, but noted that, if they had merely been 
“helpless witnesses to acts unacceptable in humanitarian terms”, the delegates might 
have given the impression that the ICRC was condoning those acts by its presence. The 
Council further wondered, more generally, whether the ICRC ought not to publicly 
condemn violations of which it was aware. It noted that all these questions of principle 
had already been discussed several times within the ICRC, inconclusively. It therefore 
asked the Directorate to consider them again as a matter of urgency.14

The working group set up for this purpose met in late February and the next day 
proposed to the Council that the ICRC convene a commission of experts with special 
competence in the sphere of internal conflict. This, the group said, should be done 
immediately after the meeting of the League’s Board of Governors,15 scheduled for 
late September.

The Council accepted this proposal, though it recalled that two commissions of 
experts had already been set up – in 1953 and 1955 – to discuss how best to help 
political detainees.16

In the meantime, Pierre Jequier had received permission on 20 February to resume 
visits to political detainees. A few weeks later, he visited La Cabaña, the main prison 
in Cuba, where a thousand prisoners were being held.17

Jequier returned to Geneva in mid-March to present his report. He left for Cuba 
again six weeks later, this time accompanied by a delegate named Pierre Delarue.

They approached the Cuban authorities and the Cuban Red Cross with a view to 
drawing up a comprehensive programme of visits throughout the country.

The first visits started in early May 1959: without any advance warning, the dele-
gates arrived at El Castillo del Príncipe prison in Havana, where 600 political detainees 
were being held. They moved freely through the premises and talked in private with 

14 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 12 February 1959.
15 Now the General Assembly of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. 

The League’s General Council brought together representatives of all member National Societies, 
as well as its Secretariat. While the ICRC was not a member of the General Council, it was usually 
invited to follow the proceedings as an observer, which gave it the opportunity to have contact with 
National Societies and consult them on issues of common interest.

16 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 26 February 1959. On 
meetings of the Commission of Experts from 1953 to 1955, see: ICRC, Commission of Experts for the 
Examination of the Question of Assistance to Political Detainees (Geneva, 9 to 11 June, 1953), ICRC, 
Geneva, 1953; also published in RICR, English supplement, Vol. VI, No. 7, July 1953, pp. 124–131, 
and in ICRC Annual Report 1953, pp. 66–68 and 84–91. ICRC, Commission of Experts for the Study 
of the Question of the Application of Humanitarian Principles in the Event of Internal Disturbances 
(Geneva, 3 to 8 October, 1955), ICRC, Geneva, 1955. C. Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu, 
pp. 281–290.

17 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 (060), mission report by Pierre Jequier, 19 March 1959.
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the detainees of their choice. They also visited, for the second time, the La Cabaña 
fortress, where they noted that conditions had improved considerably.

Five days later they visited the Cuban national penitentiary on the Isle of Pines, 
where almost 600 political prisoners were incarcerated. The visit was again carried out 
in accordance with ICRC procedures. Next they visited the women’s penitentiary in 
Guanajay, near Havana. When each visit ended, the delegates reported their findings 
to the prison authorities and to the Cuban Red Cross staff who had taken part.

The delegates subsequently expanded their visits to all Cuban prisons and were 
not required to give any advance notice.18 Having completed their series of visits, they 
left Cuba in July.

At the League’s Board of Governors meeting in late September, ICRC Executive 
Director Roger Gallopin gave a talk on the organization’s work to help people affected 
by civil war and other internal strife.

Regarding Cuba, Gallopin spoke of the ICRC’s attempts, mostly fruitless, to gain 
permission from the Batista regime to go to the aid of all people affected by the conflict.

At the previous League Executive Committee, he recalled, the ICRC had spoken 
of its difficulties. If the Cuban Red Cross had been present, he said, it would no doubt 
have described its experiences. Gallopin ended by pointing out that when the new 
regime came to power, the ICRC had drawn up a complete series of visits, covering the 
entire island, in conjunction with the National Society and the government.

In the meantime, the ICRC had cancelled plans for a meeting of experts, since 
too few potential participants had registered. The meeting finally did take place three 
years later.19

Trying in vain

The year 1960 saw a marked deterioration in US-Cuba relations. The Cuban govern-
ment began gravitating toward the communist bloc in late 1959 and in 1960 started 
nationalizing American companies. The US retaliated with an import/export embargo 
in October of that year. The American government also backed Cuban exiles in the 
US, which led to the Bay of Pigs landing of the following spring.

Cuban exiles called on the ICRC to act because, they said, conditions of detention 
in Cuban prisons were deteriorating daily.

In February 1960, the ICRC sent a letter to the Cuban Red Cross, in which it 
reminded the National Society of its earlier work in Cuba and suggested that delegates 
might carry out a fresh series of visits. In early April, the Cuban Red Cross replied that 

18 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 23 July 1959. RICR, 
Supplement, Vol. XII, No. 8, August 1959, pp. 148–150. The ICRC and the Conflict in Cuba 
1958–1959, ICRC, Geneva, 1963, pp. 16–19.

19 RICR, No. 491, November 1959, pp. 571–578. IRRC, No. 23, February 1963, pp. 79–91. ICRC 
Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 15 October 1959.
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it had visited the main Cuban prisons and, though they were indeed overcrowded, work 
was under way to enlarge them. It also said that it was in contact with the detainees’ 
families, but that in some cases the Cuban authorities had suspended family visits 
because there had been uprisings in the prisons where they had taken place. The letter 
contained no reference to the ICRC’s proposal to carry out new visits.

Later that month, the ICRC president sent a letter to the Cuban Red Cross 
renewing the ICRC’s proposal. This time he received a clear, but negative, reply.20

The ICRC kept up its efforts, however, and the Presidential Council in July decided 
that Pierre Jequier would travel to several Latin American countries, including Cuba, 
in September. In Cuba he would endeavour to obtain permission for visits.

The organization informed the Cuban Red Cross of Jequier’s forthcoming visit. 
However, the National Society president, Gilberto Cervantez Núñez, replied that the 
presence of an ICRC delegate in Cuba was unnecessary and that when his organization 
felt that such a visit was useful, it would immediately inform the ICRC.21

The ICRC continued to receive appeals for action from Cubans in exile. It informed 
them that it could not go to Cuba because the government would not permit this. 
In February 1961, finally, when US-Cuba relations were under great strain, the ICRC 
made one last attempt by directly approaching the authorities. ICRC President Léopold 
Boissier sent Fidel Castro a letter in which he reminded Castro of visits carried out 
by the ICRC in Cuba and other countries to assist political detainees. He proposed 
dispatching another mission to Havana during which delegates would visit people 
deprived of their freedom on political grounds.22

The ICRC received no reply. It renewed its offer in a telegram on 24 April 1961 – 10 
days after the Bay of Pigs landing.

In July, Roger Gallopin asked Pierre Jequier, then on mission in Latin America, to 
do everything possible to go to Havana and meet Cuban Red Cross leaders in a renewed 
attempt to obtain permission for visits. The Cuban Red Cross president informed 
Jequier that he could not receive him, and the initiative had to be dropped.

In October, the Council of Delegates (made up of representatives of National 
Societies, the ICRC and the League) met in Prague. There Jequier met representatives 
of the Cuban Red Cross, including its president, to whom he once again proposed an 
ICRC mission to Cuba.23

20 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 25 February 1960; B AG 225 
(060), letter from ICRC Executive Director Roger Gallopin to Cuban Red Cross President Gilberto 
Cervantes Nuñez; letter from Cervantes Nuñez to ICRC President Léopold Boissier, 6 April 1960; letter 
from Boissier to Cervantes Nuñez, 29 April 1960; letter from Cervantes Nuñez to Boissier, 6 June 1960.

21 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 28 July 1960; B AG 
225 (060), letter from Roger Gallopin to Gilberto Cervantes Nuñez, 4 August 1960; letter from 
Cervantes Nuñez to Gallopin, 22 August 1960.

22 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (060), letter from Léopold Boissier to Fidel Castro, 20 February 1961.
23 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (060), telegram from the ICRC to Fidel Castro, 24 April 1961; note 

from Roger Gallopin to Pierre Jequier, 12 July 1961; telegram from Jequier to the ICRC, 19 July 
1961; note from Jequier to the ICRC, 9 October 1961.
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Roger Gallopin later contacted the Cuban foreign minister, Raúl Roa, and sug-
gested a vist by Jequier to Havana to observe the work being done by the Cuban Red 
Cross and, perhaps, to help the National Society in its new activities. Roa replied that 
this was not advisable.

In March 1962, when the fighters captured during the Bay of Pigs landing were 
about to be tried, the ICRC sent the following telegram to Fidel Castro:

We have been informed by the families that the judgment of fighters captured at the Bay 
of Pigs will be handed down on 29 March. If this information is correct, we assume that 
the provisions of Article 3 common to all four Geneva Conventions (ratified by the Cuban 
Government) will be fully implemented. We remind you of our earlier offers of services and 
renew them in the hope that – as is customary – these prisoners will be able to receive visits 
from the ICRC, for strictly humanitarian purposes.24

In early April, the Swiss foreign ministry25 informed the ICRC of the contents of a 
letter it had just received from the Swiss ambassador to Cuba concerning the trial 
of 1,179 prisoners captured during the attempted invasion. The ambassador wrote 
that, during a meeting with ambassadors to Cuba, the foreign minister had asked him 
whether he had any request to make in connection with the trial. The ambassador 
had reminded Roa of the offer of services made in a telegram from the ICRC to Fidel 
Castro, and Roa had said that he would immediately contact Castro about the matter. 
The ambassador concluded: “In my view, depending on how the trial turns out, it is 
by no means certain that ICRC action in this matter would be unwelcome to the 
Cuban government.”

In the weeks that followed, the ambassador pursued his contacts with the Cuban 
authorities, but achieved no tangible results.26

In early June, Roger Gallopin and Pierre Jequier went to the Cuban embassy in 
Bern, where they informed the ambassador of the offers made by the ICRC to the 
Cuban authorities and of the contacts in Cuba between the Swiss ambassador and the 
foreign minister. They renewed the proposal to send an ICRC delegate to Cuba and 
the ambassador agreed to pass this on to Havana.27

Over the following months, the Swiss ambassador maintained contact with the 
foreign minister and – at his suggestion – with the president of the Cuban Red Cross. 
But nothing came of all this.28

24 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (060), letter from Roger Gallopin to the foreign minister, 3 November 
1961; letter from the foreign minister to Gallopin, 18 January 1962; telegram from the ICRC to 
Fidel Castro, 23 March 1962.

25 Now the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs.
26 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (060), letter from the Federal Political Department to the ICRC, 6 April 

1962.
27 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (060), meeting report, 6 June 1962.
28 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary meeting of 1 June 1961: negoti-

ations between the US and the Cuban governments to exchange prisoners from the Bay of Pigs for 
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Conclusion

Fidel Castro’s 1958 initiative to propose the release, under ICRC auspices, of prisoners 
he was holding constituted an exceptional act of humanity in the context of an internal 
conflict. It went well beyond both the provisions of humanitarian law applicable to 
such conflicts and previous practice. This proposal enabled the ICRC, several months 
before Batista fell, to facilitate the release of those prisoners. In addition, it created a 
remarkable precedent that could be cited during later conflicts.

By contrast, the ICRC’s attempts at the same time to persuade the Batista gov-
ernment to allow visits to political prisoners met with a brick wall of refusal. It must 
nevertheless be recognized that the ICRC’s representations were not made with all the 
determination it was capable of. The ICRC itself recognized this lack after Batista fell.

In the months that followed Castro’s victory, delegates were allowed to freely visit 
all the prisons in the country. From 1960 onward, however – as US pressure on the 
Cuban government intensified and as Castro’s links with the USSR tightened – the 
ICRC failed to obtain permission for visits, even as the number of political prisoners 
rose dramatically.

Why did this about-face occur? The ICRC archives provide no answer. One can 
only speculate, and two possibilities spring to mind.

The first is that the ICRC was probably the victim of a process of radical polariza-
tion. Given the growing US pressure on Havana and Cuba’s blossoming relationship 
with the Soviet Union, the ICRC could scarcely avoid being viewed, if not as an actual 
tool of the United States, at least as a symbol of the Western world. In other words, 
from 1960 on, the situation reflected the various Cold War divides and the obstacles 
the ICRC faced with every country belonging to the Soviet bloc, especially regarding 
access to prisoners of war and political detainees.

The second is the ICRC’s own failure to form closer contacts with the revolution-
aries when they were fighting in the bush and were being totally ignored by the inter-
national community. Add to this its failure to show greater determination in seeking 
access to rebels in the hands of the Batista government (of which Pierre Jequier was 
reminded by Professor Agramonte when he became foreign minister in the new Cuban 
government) and one can more clearly understand the price the ICRC paid following 
Castro’s victory.

Thus, during the same period in which it was actively seeking to tighten relations 
with the Algerian rebels, the ICRC let slip a unique opportunity – the release of gov-
ernment soldiers – to nurture closer ties with Castro’s organization.

agricultural machinery began in 1961. The Committee thought that “by remaining silent, the ICRC 
would appear to be condoning something that should be condemned, not only on moral grounds 
but also to ensure that the right precedent had been set for the future”. Nevertheless it decided not 
to take a public position on the matter and to avoid being involved in any way.



Laos 
(1960–1962)

“Laos is the key to the entire area of South-East Asia,” Dwight Eisenhower told John 
Kennedy when Kennedy was taking over from him as US president.1 And indeed 
both the United States and the Soviet Union persuaded themselves in the early 1960s 
that Laos played an important role as buffer between Vietnam, Thailand and Burma, 
and was thus strategically important. Laos, a small country with a hitherto neglected 
history, was thus poised to become a Cold War battleground.

The kingdom of Laos, “country of a million elephants”, was created in the mid-14th 
century by the union of the former principalities of Luang Prabang and Vientiane. 
It covered hundreds of thousands of square kilometres, stretching north-south from 
China to Cambodia and west-east from the Mekong river to the Annamese Mountains. 
These mountains traditionally mark the Asian frontier between Indian and Chinese 
cultural influence.

Though the Laotian kingdom started as a vassal state of the Khmer empire, it took 
advantage of that empire’s breakdown to free itself. It entered a golden age over the 
next two centuries before falling, in its turn, and making way for a condominium by 
its far more populous neighbours to the west and the east – Siam and Vietnam – in 
the early 18th century.

In the late 19th century, France – which had occupied Cochinchina (southern 
Vietnam) in 1859 and then extended its protectorate over Cambodia in 1864, before 
taking the rest of Vietnam in 1883 – argued that it inherited claims to Laotian ter-
ritory previously laid by the Vietnamese imperial court in Hue. France thus imposed 
a protectorate on Laos in 1887, with its army occupying the territory in 1893. Yet 
Laos – isolated and impoverished – had no natural resources suitable for export. The 
French therefore went to little effort there. The colonial administration governed 
through the former aristocracy and through Vietnamese immigrants, whom the French 
considered more hard-working than the locals. Laos was viewed as “the poor man of 
French Indochina”.

In 1940, Japan wasted no time in taking advantage of France’s collapse to occupy 
Indochina, though it left the colonial administration in place. In early 1945, however, 
with its military situation steadily deteriorating, Japan seized direct control of Vietnam, 

1 Quoted by Stuart I. Rochester and Frederick Kiley, Honor Bound: American Prisoners of War in 
Southeast Asia, 1961–1973, Naval Institute Press, Annapolis (Maryland), 1999, p. 28.
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Cambodia and Laos, and encouraged local leaders to proclaim independence. Under 
Japanese pressure, King Sisavang Vong proclaimed Laos independent in April 1945. 
A provisional government was formed several days later and its first act was to abrogate 
all treaties with France.

With the Second World War over, and having become a permanent member of 
the UN Security Council, France was determined to restore its position in Indochina. 
In the spring of 1946, French troops supported by Laotian elements took control of 
the country’s main towns. In August, the king signed a modus vivendi with France 
under which Laos was granted internal autonomy within the framework of the French 
Indochinese Federation.

While most members of the provisional government took Prince Souvanna 
Phouma’s lead and sided with the king, others led by Prince Souphanouvong went 
over to the Pathet Lao resistance group and joined Ho Chi Minh in their resolve to 
fight the French. With the aid of the Viet Minh (the communist Vietnamese resistance), 
and ethnic minorities, workers and peasants, they set up base areas in the Laotian 
countryside and soon controlled the provinces of Phong Saly and Sam Neua along the 
Vietnamese border. They also had a substantial presence on the rice-abundant Bolaven 
plateau and in southern Laos.

Ultimately, the military defeats it suffered in Vietnam pushed France to grant Laos 
independence in late 1953. The landlocked country had, since 1946, been enduring in 
one way or another the effects of the war raging in neighbouring Vietnam. And indeed 
it was to prevent the Viet Minh from drawing supplies from Laos that the French 
established the isolated base at Dien Bien Phu. Their surrender there on 7 May 1954 
marked the end for French Indochina.

From the Geneva Accords on Indochina  
to the declaration of Laotian neutrality

The 1954 Geneva Conference on Indochina was convened following France’s defeat at 
Dien Bien Phu. Laos was the object of negotiations that culminated in the adoption on 
20 July 1954 of the Agreement on the Cessation of Hostilities in Laos. The agreement 
provided for, among other things, the formation of an international commission – made 
up of representatives of Canada, India and Poland – to monitor its implementation.

The agreement also stipulated that the Viet Minh had 120 days to leave Laotian 
territory and that the Pathet Lao must gather in the Phong Saly and Sam Neua prov-
inces during that time.

On 21 July, Phoui Sananikone, head of the Laotian delegation, signed two declar-
ations binding his government. Laos undertook to:

• never pursue a policy of aggression and never allow a foreign power to use Laotian 
territory for aggressive purposes

• set up a special administration in the Phong Saly and Sam Neua provinces.
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Despite the agreement, the Pathet Lao remained throughout the country’s territory 
and continued to receive help from the Viet Minh.

In late 1957, Prince Souvanna Phouma endeavoured to form a coalition government 
and Prince Souphanouvong agreed to take part in it.

This coalition angered nationalist circles who, despite the agreement, were not pre-
pared to tolerate a Pathet Lao presence in the government. That presence also angered 
the US, which planned to make Laos a bastion of anti-communism and thus a shield 
protecting its ally Thailand. In order to wrong-foot the Pathet Lao, the US supported 
the formation of a nationalist party as well as the setting up of a national army entirely 
financed and equipped by it. Meanwhile, the royalist government struggled to maintain 
a policy of neutrality.

Laos thus found itself riven by three factions, each of which controlled part of the 
national territory and had its own armed forces:
• Prince Souphanouvong’s Pathet Lao was actually controlled by Kaysone Phomvihane, 

secretary-general of the Laotian Communist Party. The Pathet Lao was supported 
by North Vietnam, the People’s Republic of China and the Soviet bloc.

• The Nationalist Party was run by Prince Boun Oum, Phoui Sananikone, and 
General Phoumi Novasan. It was backed by the armed forces and supportd by the 
US and Thailand.

• The Neutralist Party was headed by Prince Souvanna Phouma. It sought to keep 
Laos outside the conflict plaguing Vietnam.

This division of Laos into three factions caused great instability and produced ever-
changing alliances and coups d’etat.

Intermittent fighting between the Laotian army (with US air support) and the 
Pathet Lao (which engaged in guerilla warfare inspired by the Vietnamese) resulted in 
death, destruction and major displacement of civilians. Different parts of the country 
were affected to varying degrees. The brunt was borne by the central Xieng Khoang 
plateau in the province of the same name, between the royal capital Luang Prabang 
and the administrative capital Vientiane.

One of the poorest countries in Asia, Laos was totally dependent on international 
aid, provided mostly by the US. But in Laos, as elsewhere, this aid had many harmful 
effects: loss of self-reliance, trafficking, corruption, clientelism, a rise in inequality, a 
deepening of the gulf between urban and rural life, etc.

The fear of the country being irreparably dismembered finally led to a conference, 
in Geneva, intended to guarantee its neutrality. The conference opened in May 1961 
and brought together the People’s Republic of China, France, Great Britain, the United 
States, the USSR and the countries bordering on Laos: Burma, Cambodia, Thailand, 
and North and South Vietnam. It was also attended by Canada, India and Poland: the 
members of the International Commission, though that body had long since suspended 
its work owing to the inability of its members to reach practical agreement. Laos itself 
sent three delegations: neutralist, nationalist and communist. After spending over a 
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year bogged down, the conference ultimately adopted a declaration in July 1962 calling 
for the following:
• the withdrawal of all foreign forces
• the formation of a tripartite government to be led, as vice-presidents, by Prince 

Souvanna Phouma, Prince Souphanouvong and General Phoumi
• a revived International Commission.

Each of the parties nevertheless retained its own territory, administration and army.
Two weeks later, the Geneva conference adopted a declaration in which it expressed 

satisfaction at the Laotian government’s declaration of neutrality on 9 July. Each con-
ference participant undertook to respect Laotian sovereignty, independence, neutrality 
and territorial integrity, to avoid any interference in the country’s internal affairs, and 
to forego stationing troops there or using its territory for the purpose of interfering in 
the affairs of another country.

In fact, however, the conference’s two declarations would be no better complied 
with than had been the 1954 Geneva Agreement. Clashes between the forces of the 
three Laotian parties continued, with the nationalists and neutralists receiving US 
support and the Pathet Lao, North Vietnamese support. Like Cambodia, Laos was 
being drawn ever further into the war raging across the border in Vietnam.

Two weeks after the Paris Peace Accords were signed in late January 1973, an 
agreement was concluded between the Vientiane government and the Pathet Lao.

However, in April 1975 the Khmer Rouge entered Phnom Penh victorious. Two 
weeks later, the North Vietnamese army and the Viet Cong captured Saigon. In Laos, 
the nationalist and neutralist parties disbanded, leaving the way clear for the Pathet 
Lao to take power. At the end of the year, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic was 
established. The hitherto secret Laotian Communist Party emerged to take power.

ICRC action

Delegate goes to Vientiane

In August 1959, with fighting going on in the Phong Saly and Sam Neua provinces, 
André Leuenberger, the ICRC delegate based in Saigon, travelled to Vientiane, where 
he met with the president and health director of the Laotian Red Cross to discuss 
how to help the many wounded soldiers in the city and people displaced from the 
countryside. Once back in Saigon, Leuenberger had a relief shipment – worth Sfr 
37,000 – sent to Vientiane. It contained blankets, condensed milk, baby clothes and 
hospital beds.2

2 ICRC Annual Report 1959, pp. 25–26.
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Relief distributions

Leuenberger continued sending relief supplies to the Laotian Red Cross in 1960. In 
August that year, Captain Kong Le’s coup d’etat brought Prince Souvanna Phouma 
to power. This caused an upsurge in fighting that peaked in December, when General 
Phoumi Novasan’s troops arrived in Vientiane. The previous month, the ICRC had 
sent the National Society surgical kits worth Sfr 4,000.

On 21 December, André Durand, ICRC delegate-general for Asia, arrived in 
Vientiane with a shipment of antibiotics. Blood plasma shipped from Switzerland 
arrived not long afterwards.

By now, calm had returned to Vientiane, and Durand worked with volunteers to 
provide relief for some 5,000 people made homeless by the destruction. He was also 
in contact with the Laotian authorities.

Durand’s visit lasted only three days, but persuaded him that he must soon 
return to help the Laotian Red Cross further develop its relief work. However, logis-
tical challenges prevented him from seeing a way to send relief into the areas held 
by Captain Kong Le, who was now backing the neutralist party, and those held by 
Prince Souphanouvong.

Durand returned the following month and was received by Prince Boun Oum, 
whom he asked for permission to visit the prisoners captured in the recent fighting. 
The prince told him that they were former soldiers of the national army and that, after 
capture, they had been retrained and reincorporated in the army.

Just before the New Year, however, the ICRC had made an offer of services to 
Prince Souvanna Phouma, who had taken refuge in Cambodia. In early February 1961, 
Durand met the prince in Phnom Penh. The prince listened to Durand’s proposal to 
expand ICRC action in northern Laos, and advised him to contact his government, 
which had based itself in Xieng Khoang.3

Visiting detainees in Vientiane and a trip to northern Laos

In March, the Vientiane government allowed André Durand to visit four camps 
holding some 500 prisoners, with whom he spoke in private. He also observed Laotian 
Red Cross work to help civilians.

Durand also attempted to fly to Xieng Khoang via Hanoi. But Soviet officials, who 
controlled air traffic between the two places, prevented him from making the trip on 
grounds that Xieng Khoang’s runway was in poor condition and that flights regularly 

3 ICRC Annual Report 1960, pp. 22–23. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XIII, No. 3, March 1960, p. 41. RICR, 
No. 497, May 1960, p. 324. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XIV, No.1, January 1961, pp. 8–9. ICRC Archives, 
A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session meeting of 5 January 1961; A PV CP, minutes 
of the Presidential Council meeting of 23 December 1960 and 9 February 1961. ICRC Archives, B AG 
280 (112), report from André Durand to the ICRC, 26 December 1960; report from André Durand 
to the ICRC, 29 January 1961; report from André Durand to the ICRC, 21 February 1961.
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52.  Laos, May 1961. Visiting detainees in Vientiane.  © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P LA-E-00193)

53.  Laos, September 1961. Registering displaced people in Vientiane. 
 © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P LA-E-00018)
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came under military attack. Durand replied that ICRC operations were generally 
carried out in dangerous areas and that these risks were part of his job. The Soviet 
officials remained firm.

Finally, in June, a month after the start of the Geneva conference on Laos, Durand 
managed to get to Xieng Khoang from Vientiane in a light aircraft provided by the 
International Commission. After two attempted approaches, the plane landed at an 
airstrip on the Plain of Jars. Durand was taken by jeep to a nearby hamlet, where he 
met the head of civilian and military medical services, who was highly suspicious of 
the ICRC.

Next he met the provisional prime minister, whom he asked about people reported 
missing and prisoners held by the Pathet Lao. But he was told that these questions 
could be answered only by the military command. Durand spoke to a colonel repre-
senting the command. The colonel confirmed that the Pathet Lao were holding a US 
pilot, but said he had no information on Americans listed as missing. As for Laotian 
prisoners, he said they were given information about the struggle being waged by the 
Pathet Lao and then released in a place from which they could make their way back 
to their own forces.

His mission at an end, Durand received assurances that, though he would not be 
allowed to see the US prisoner, the prisoner would receive the family message that the 
delegate had brought for him and that he would be allowed to reply. Durand also gave 
the Pathet Lao family messages for other Americans listed as missing.

After he had returned to Vientiane, Durand learned that prisoners who had escaped 
from the Pathet Lao reported that they had first been indoctrinated and then held as 
a source of labour.4

Helping displaced people around Vientiane

In the summer of 1961, civilians fleeing fighting in the north sought refuge along the 
banks of the Mekong; the Vientiane government asked the ICRC to come to their aid. 
Durand went there to survey the situation, then returned to Geneva to report. The ICRC 
decided to launch a relief operation and appealed to a number of National Societies to 
take part. Eleven – Australia, Canada, France, Great Britain, India, the Netherlands, 
Norway, Poland, Switzerland, Thailand and the United States – responded. The Swiss 
government also helped finance the operation.

In Laos the ICRC distributed emergency relief – mostly blankets and fabric for 
clothing – to displaced people living in camps, and blood plasma and medicines to 
medical staff.

4 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (112), report from André Durand to the ICRC, 15 April 1961; A PV 
A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session meeting of 4 May 1961; B AG 251 (112), reports 
by André Durand, 26 June 1961; A PV CP, minutes of the Presidential Council meeting of 29 June 
1961; A PV A Pl, minutes of the Committee’s plenary session meeting of 6 July 1961.
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In December, the organization once again appealed to National Societies to help 
displaced people in Laos. This time the list of National Societies responding grew to 
include Austria, Belgium, Burma, Japan, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, New Zealand, 
Pakistan, the Philippines and West Germany.5

New trip to the north

In October, Durand returned to Xieng Khoang via Hanoi. He then went by jeep 
to Khang Khay. He met with, among others, Prince Souvanna Phouma and Prince 
Souphanouvong, with whom he discussed the issue of people who had disappeared or 
were detained, and the situation of civilians.

The next month, Durand visited four US prisoners in the presence of Xieng Khoang 
officials and distributed aid to them. They told him they had received the letters he 
had left for them in June. It had been agreed that Durand would be able to interview 
each prisoner privately for 10 minutes. But the officials now wanted to record these 
meetings. Durand refused the interviews on the grounds that the prisoners would not 
be able to speak freely and what they said might be used for propaganda purposes. He 
thus terminated his visit without being able to complete the task for which he had 
made such a long and arduous journey.

The same day, Durand wrote in a report: “A prisoner who has his statements tape-re-
corded is no longer speaking to the ICRC but to those who detain him and will now 
possess his statements. He does not know the use to which they may be put. They may 
be played over loudspeakers or over the radio. Suppose a prisoner agrees to have his 
statements recorded. It should still not be the ICRC that provides the opportunity for 
this, blessing with its authority a process over which it has no control.”6

Recalling the visit later, Durand said that termination had been an extremely dif-
ficult decision to take since he had no way to know whether he would be able to see 
these prisoners again.7

Ultimately, however, Durand’s obstinate adherence to sound procedures paid off. 
He made representations to Prince Souvanna Phouma, asking that the authorities 
abandon their insistence on recordings. ICRC headquarters in Geneva also supported 
him with a telegram expressing the ICRC’s “absolute approval” of his decision.8 Eight 
days later, Durand was allowed to interview each prisoner privately.

Quickly spoken words informed Durand that the prisoners had been transferred 
two weeks before his visit to this camp where he was now seeing them living in a decent 
setting, given local conditions. However, previously they had been held in a camp under 

5 IRRC, No. 7, October 1961, pp. 382–384.
6 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 112-002, note X4 from André Durand to the ICRC, 21 November 1961.
7 Interview with André Durand by Françoise Perret, 2 May 2001.
8 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 112-003.03, telegram A5722 from the ICRC to André Durand, forwarded 

by the prime minister, 24 November 1961.
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very harsh conditions. Their Hmong guards kept them confined for weeks at a time 
chained by the ankle. They were unchained only to relieve themselves and to wash.9

In his report to the detaining authorities, which Durand made the day following 
the visit, he pointed out that the prisoners had recently been transferred and that the 
conditions of detention therefore reflected their present conditions and not the ones 
in which they had previously been held. He stressed forcefully that the prisoners must 
on no account be returned to their former place of detention.10

He also reminded the detaining authorities that he had seen only four prisoners, 
though they had previously given him the names of six. He emphasized the anguish of 
uncertainty being suffered by the families of the two other prisoners.11

Durand announced his intention to return to Xieng Khoang. However, he was 
never allowed to visit the four prisoners again and his requests to see the two other 
prisoners proved fruitless. Late November 1961 was to remain absolutely the only 
occasion – between the beginning of US involvement in Indochina following the 
1954 Geneva Accords and the final withdrawal of US forces following the Paris Peace 
Accords in early 1973 – on which an ICRC delegate gained access to US servicemen 
in the hands of the Communists or their allies.

The ICRC archives contain a telegram sent on 8 December 1961, in which US 
Secretary of State Dean Rusk praised André Durand’s work in Laos: “Please convey our 
deep appreciation and that of the United States to Mr. Durand for his outstanding per-
formance in view of great difficulties. He deserves highest commendation for tenacity 
and dedication far beyond that called for under the circumstances.” 12

The US ambassador in Vientiane echoed these sentiments in a personal letter to 
Durand: “Your dedication in this effort has been above and beyond the call of duty 
and merits the warmest praise ”13

The four prisoners visited by Durand were released the following August, after 
15 months of captivity, under the terms of the declaration of Laotian neutrality. By 
chance Durand met one of them, Grant Wolfkill, in Tokyo two years after his release. 
Wolfkill told him of the particularly poor conditions in which he had been held until 
his release. But he added that Durand’s visit bore great significance despite the fact 
that it failed to bring about any improvement in the material conditions. It showed 

9 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 112-002, note X6 from André Durand to the ICRC, 30 November 1961.
10 ICRC Archives, B AG 229 112-004, report of 30 November 1961 on a visit to detainees of 

29 November 1961, appended to the note of 4 December 1961 from André Durand to the ICRC. 
Despite Durand’s recommendations, soon after his visit the detainees were transferred back to the 
Nong Het camp, where prison conditions were appalling (Rochester and Kiley, Honor Bound, p. 45). 
All four detainees were finally released on 15 August 1962, after the International Agreement on 
the Neutrality of Laos was signed.

11 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 112-002, note X6 from André Durand to the ICRC, 30 November 1961.
12 Telegram from US Secretary of State Dean Rusk to Winthrop G. Brown, American Ambassador 

to Vientiane (copy), 8 December 1961, ICRC Archives, André Durand’s personal file, B RH 
19910000220 1759.

13 Letter from Winthrop G. Brown to André Durand, 11 December 1961, ICRC Archives, André 
Durand’s personal file, B RH 1991000-0220 1759.
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the prisoners that their existence was known to the outside world and that efforts were 
being made on their behalf.14

ICRC delegates rarely have the opportunity to know the view that detainees take 
of their activities. Wolfkill recorded his memories of captivity in a book, Reported to 
Be Alive.15 Naturally he wrote of Durand’s visits.16 He had no knowledge, obviously, 
of Durand’s reports. Yet he well understood the terrible dilemma facing Durand when 
he decided to interrupt the visit of 21 November 1961 on the grounds that any inter-
view with detainees would be recorded – this after his arduous efforts to gain access 
to the detainees in the first place and without being sure whether he could ever see 
them again.17

Knowing that they would have only 10 minutes each with Durand if he did return, 
the four Americans assigned themselves different things to tell him in order to avoid 
pointless repetition. Durand was thinking along the same lines. Having begun with 
Wolfkill, he started the second interview by saying “I assume you need everything that 
Wolfkill needs” – and so on – in order to leave more time for other information.18

Durand’s report shows that he was perfectly aware of the fact that, for fear of 
punishment, the detainees were anxious to hint at their real conditions of detention 
without describing them clearly. Durand guessed only too well what the gaps left unsaid 
indicated and understood that the relatively acceptable conditions of detention (given 
the country’s poverty) at Xieng Khoang had nothing to do with what the prisoners 
had endured at the Nong Het camp, where they had been held for months in the dark 
with shackles on their ankles.

Finally, Wolfkill’s account showed the significance of that first contact between del-
egate and detainees suffering isolation, anxiety and feelings of abandonment. Though 
no words were exchanged between Durand and Wolfkill, since Durand had interrupted 
the visit, Wolfkill wrote: “With wordless formality, he slid a card towards me. On it 
was written: ‘André Durand, International Red Cross, Geneva, Switzerland.’ Seeing 
him was like seeing Santa Claus, my father and J. F. Kennedy all wrapped up in one.”19

This account is corroborated by Stuart Rochester and Frederick Kiley, who inter-
viewed the four prisoners. Though Rochester and Kiley described the authorities’ 
permission for the visit as stage-managed public relations, they noted details that are 
helpful in understanding the event. For example, they reveal that Durand was holding 
a handful of papers in such a way that Wolfkill – a correspondent for the US network 

14 ICRC Archives, B AG 229 (112-071), note from André Durand to the ICRC, 22 October 1961; 
note from Durand to the ICRC, 6 November 1961; note from Durand to the ICRC, 21 November 
1961; note from Durand to the ICRC, 30 November 1961. ICRC Archives, B AG 229 (112), note 
from Durand to the ICRC, 9 September 1964. ICRC Annual Report 1961, pp. 24–26. IRRC, No. 5, 
August 1961, pp. 261–262; No. 9, December 1961, p. 492; No. 10, January 1962, pp. 32–33.

15 Grant Wolfkill and Jerry A. Rose, Reported to Be Alive, Corgi Books, London, 1965.
16 Ibid., pp. 235–241.
17 Ibid., p. 236.
18 Ibid., p. 239.
19 Ibid., p. 235.
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NBC – could see his employer’s logo and thereby know that it had been busy behind 
the scenes trying to bring about his release.20

Work continues around Vientiane to aid displaced people

The early months of 1962 were marked by a sharp and continuing rise in the number 
of people gathering in the Mekong basin after fleeing their homes elsewhere. The ICRC 
had counted 6,000 people in August 1961 when it started its work there. By the end 
of the year there were 10,000 and by May 1962, 30-35,000, only 17,000 of whom had 
received Red Cross relief. The ICRC pursued its work there.

Shortly after the end, in June 1962, of the Geneva conference on guaranteeing the 
neutrality of Laos, the number of displaced people began to drop markedly and the 
ICRC scaled down its relief work.21

Relief shipment and visit to the north

In early 1962, the ICRC sent a consignment of medical supplies (furnished by the 
Indian, Polish and Swiss National Societies) to Xieng Khoang. It was delivered by the 
North Vietnamese Red Cross.

In May, a delegate, Jürg Baer, travelled to the Plain of Jars and spoke with repre-
sentatives of the authorities and the local Red Cross about contact between members 
of separated families, family reunification and the situation of US and Philippine 
detainees of the Pathet Lao. He was not allowed to visit the detainees.22

Visits and detainee releases

In the summer of 1962, delegates visited detention camps around Vientiane and 
obtained permission for the detainees to correspond with their families by means 
of special forms from the ICRC’s Central Tracing Agency. The Laotian Red Cross 
undertook to collect these messages from the detainees and deliver replies.

20 Stuart I. Rochester and Frederick Kiley, Honor Bound: American Prisoners of War in Southeast Asia, 
1961–1973, Naval Institute Press, Annapolis (Maryland), 1999, pp. 44–45.

21 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (112), mission report by Dr Jürg Baer, 2 July 1962. ICRC Annual Report 
1962, pp. 16–19. IRRC, No. 10, January 1962, pp. 32–33; No. 11, February 1962, pp. 92–93; 
No. 13, April 1962, pp. 199–200; No. 14, May 1962, pp. 268–269; No. 18, September 1962, p. 492; 
No. 19, October 1962, p. 546; No. 20, November 1962, p. 595; No. 21, December 1962, p. 659; 
No. 22, January 1963, pp. 16–17; No. 23, February 1963, pp. 94–95.

22 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 (112), mission report by Jürg Baer, 2 July 1962. ICRC Annual Report 
1962, pp. 16–19. IRRC, No. 12, March 1962, p. 145; No. 15, June 1962, pp. 312–313; No. 16, July 
1962, pp. 366–367.
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Following the Geneva Accords of 1962, the Pathet Lao flew five American prisoners 
and one Filipino to Vientiane, where they were released. With the consent of the US 
ambassador, an ICRC delegate – Jacques Ruff – was present at the release ceremony. 
He was also present at the release of six Vietnamese prisoners, four of whom decided 
to go to North Vietnam.23

A year of transition

Early 1963 was relatively calm in Laos. The ICRC carried out only a few operations, 
including a relief distribution in January to orphans on the Plain of Jars.

In late January, after making two final visits to the prison camps near Vientiane, 
Ruff left Laos.

In late 1963, André Durand returned to Vientiane, where he spoke with Prince 
Souvanna Phouma. The prince told him that the situation was once again quite tense, 
particularly owing to fighting on the Plain of Jars. Durand also talked with a repre-
sentative of Prince Souphanouvong, who suggested that he visit the five members of the 
crew of a US aircraft shot down two months previously and now held by the Pathet Lao. 
However, Durand was not allowed to visit them. On the last day of the year, Durand 
flew by helicopter to the Plain of Jars, where he met a Pathet Lao general and asked 
for news of the US crewmen. He received only vague answers.

A week later, Durand continued to Khang Khay with representatives of the 
International Control Commission. There he met a Pathet Lao minister, who told 
him that the US crew were being well treated but confirmed that Durand would not 
be allowed to visit them. Durand decided to leave Laos and proceed to Saigon.24

The ICRC’s inability to visit the crew is hardly surprising. The day the plane was 
shot down, both the International Control Commission and the US and UK embassies 
(one crew member had a British passport) had tried in vain to obtain information. 
Durand’s request was hardly going to move the Pathet Lao to alter its refusal.

23 ICRC Archives, B AG 229 (112), mission report by Jacques Ruff, 18 August 1962; mission report 
by Ruff, 29 December 1962. ICRC Annual Report 1962, pp. 19–21.

24 ICRC Archives, A PV A Pl, report presented by Jacques Ruff at the plenary meeting of the ICRC 
Assembly on 7 February 1963. ICRC Archives, B AG 225 (112), mission report by Jacques Ruff, 
15 January 1963; mission report by Jacques Ruff, 17 January 1963; note from André Durand, 
15 November 1963; note from Durand, 24 November 1963; note from Durand, 11 December 1963; 
note from Durand, 1 January 1964; note from Durand, 8 January 1964. IRRC, No. 24, March 1963, 
pp. 149–150. ICRC Annual Report 1963, p. 26. IRRC, No. 25, April 1963, pp. 192-193; No. 30, 
September 1963, p. 468.
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New ICRC action in Laos

With hostilities intensifying in early 1964, the Laotian Red Cross asked the ICRC 
for an emergency shipment of blood plasma. ICRC headquarters in Geneva sent 100 
bottles itself and a further 300 bottles were provided by the Netherlands Red Cross.

André Durand returned to Vientiane in April to join the local National Society 
in surveying needs. He estimated that 23,000 people who had fled the fighting were 
without any means of subsistence. Acting on Durand’s report and at the request of the 
Laotian Red Cross, the League of Red Cross Societies appealed in June to a number 
of National Societies to help these people. Jürg Baer was given the task of distributing 
the resulting relief.

In late April, Durand went to Khang Khay to endeavour once again to obtain infor-
mation on the detained plane crew. Neither the International Control Commission 
nor the US or UK embassies had received any information since his previous visit four 
months earlier. Durand met a Pathet Lao minister who assured him the prisoners were 
well treated and in good health, but could not grant his request to visit them.

Durand next talked with Prince Souphanouvong, who told him the prisoners were 
receiving the letters and parcels sent to them and confirmed they were in good health. 
Durand then suggested that he visit prisoners of the Pathet Lao reported to be held 
in Vientiane. The prince confirmed that there were indeed such prisoners but turned 
the offer down.

A week later, now back in Vientiane, Durand met Prince Souvanna Phouma, 
who – following the coup of a few weeks before – was using offices in a wing of the 
defence ministry occupied by the “Revolutionary Committee”. The prince told Durand 
that the Committee recognized his government’s legitimacy.

The following August, the Polish member of the International Control Commission 
gave Durand letters that the American pilot of an aircraft shot down by the Pathet 
Lao two months earlier had written to his family. Durand took them immediately to 
the US embassy.25

Durand left Laos in September while Jürg Baer remained to continue relief work 
and undertake anything in connection with prisoners of the Pathet Lao. The US 
embassy told him that one American aviator had escaped and made his way to Thailand. 
However, the five previously mentioned crew members of a US aircraft continued to be 
held, and the ICRC once again approached Prince Souphanouvong about them. But 
the year ended with no further news.

Meanwhile, in October Jürg Baer visited three North Vietnamese prisoners held 
in a camp near Vientiane. Though they were being treated properly, the prisoners were 
being used for propaganda purposes: as evidence that North Vietnamese combatants 

25 ICRC Archives, B AG 229 (112), note from André Durand, 17 April 1964; note from Durand, 1 May 
1964; note from Durand, 11 May 1964; note from Durand, 9 September 1964. ICRC Annual Report 
1964, pp. 26–27. IRRC, No. 40, July 1964, p. 353; No. 41, August 1964, pp. 435–436; No. 42, 
September 1964, pp. 480–481; No. 44, November 1964, pp. 590–591.
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were helping the Pathet Lao. Baer even wondered whether they were local Vietnamese 
playing the role of prisoners. As for Laotians taken prisoner, the authorities told Baer 
that they were released immediately.26

Aid for wounded people

Fighting in Vientiane in February 1965 killed some 60 people and wounded a further 
150. André Durand and Jürg Baer distributed medical supplies (anti-tetanus serum, 
blood plasma, etc.) dispatched by the ICRC’s Bangkok delegation. They also distributed 
relief to the victims’ families.

Later that month, Baer met with a Pathet Lao representative in Vientiane, who 
told him once again that it was impossible to visit the five-member American crew, 
explaining that they were being held in an inaccessible place.

In April 1965, Baer visited a number of hospitals together with Laotian Red 
Cross officials.

Ultimately, in June 1965, the ICRC closed its delegation in Laos.27

Conclusion

From 1960 to 1962, Laos was the source of greatest concern to the ICRC in South-
East Asia. It was therefore the country where it had the largest protection and as-
sistance operations.

From 1963 on, however, Vietnam began to attract the greatest attention as the situ-
ation there deteriorated. The ICRC therefore began to think of closing its delegation 
in Vientiane, which it finally did in 1965. But the following year the organization had 
to send delegates back to Laos, which was suffering, more than ever, the effects of the 
war in Vietnam.

Thus, once again – as in Congo and elsewhere – the ICRC shut down a delegation 
prematurely. It is true that the organization lacked the means to become involved 
in a range of conflicts simultaneously. But rather than shut down delegations that 
should have remained open, it could instead have sought the financing required to keep 
them open and to recruit the delegates needed to staff them. More generally, there was 
quite simply a striking lack of proportion between the terrible need for humanitarian 
action in one of Asia’s poorest countries and the sheer meagreness of the resources with 

26 ICRC Archives, B AG 229 (112), note from Jürg Baer, 5 September 1964; letters from the ICRC 
to Prince Souphanouvong, 9 September and 17 September 1964; note from Jürg Baer, 2 October 
1964. ICRC Archives, B AG 219 (112-223), note from Jürg Baer, 8 October 1964.

27 ICRC Archives, B AG 280 (112), report by Jürg Baer, 8 February 1965; note by Jürg Baer, 24 February 
1965. ICRC Annual Report 1965, pp. 24–25.
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which the ICRC was willing to function, given the tasks assigned to it by the Geneva 
Conventions and other sources of humanitarian law.

Finally, ICRC work in Laos encountered the same difficulties that had hampered 
it in the French Indochina War and the Korean War about a decade earlier. That is, 
while the organization was able to carry out some relief operations to help civilians 
(especially displaced people), and while it had access to prisoners held by the royal 
Laotian government and nationalist and neutralist forces, its efforts to help people in 
Pathet Lao hands failed, barring the sole occasion when André Durand succeeded in 
visiting the four Americans.

Thus, the ICRC’s operation in Laos foreshadowed the ICRC’s failure in Vietnam.



Vietnam 
(1957–1965)

Vietnam’s history goes back over two thousand years. With a coastline stretching down 
the South China Sea, the country lies at the crossroads between Chinese, Khmer, 
Malay and other cultures of South-East Asia. Long periods of Chinese domination 
profoundly marked Vietnam. At the same time, Chinese rule was resisted ferociously 
and punctuated by periods of Vietnamese independence during which the Vietnamese 
paid a symbolic tribute to the Chinese emperor, which the “Son of Heaven” rewarded 
with still more sumptuous gifts.

This cycle of Chinese supremacy and wars of liberation gave the Vietnamese a strong 
national identity and a flair for guerilla warfare, both of which came to the fore in the 
20th century.

Under Napoleon III, France reached the conclusion in 1859 that great imperial 
designs in Europe itself would inevitably bring into being the same coalitions that 
had defeated Bonaparte. In place of what France had lost in the Seven Years’ War, 
the French summoned dreams of empire in Asia. Recalling how the British had taken 
Hong Kong, at the mouth of the Pearl River, France occupied the Mekong Delta, the 
region around Saigon, and the island of Poulo Condor1 and forced the imperial court 
in Hue to recognize this annexation.

In 1863, King Norodom, whose kingdom was in danger of being crushed between 
Thailand to the west and Vietnam to the east, agreed to Cambodia being turned into 
a French protectorate.

However, the explorers sent by France to survey the course of the Mekong dis-
covered that the huge river had falls and rapids – particularly at Khong, on the Lao-
Cambodian border – that blocked navigation and thus prevented it from being used 
as a gateway to the Chinese market.

France therefore laid emphasis on Vietnam’s northernmost region, Tonkin, and the 
Red River running through it. In 1883, it imposed a treaty on the emperor in Hue, 
making Vietnam a French protectorate. After it prevailed in the Franco-Chinese war 
of 1883–1885, it forced China to recognize that protectorate.

Though the Vietnamese loyally supported the French war effort in the First World 
War, the vast majority never accepted French domination of their nation and its division 

1 Today, the island of Con Dao.
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into Cochinchina, Annam and Tonkin,2 which they viewed as a further blow to national 
unity. In 1930, a group of Vietnamese exiles, gathered around Nguyen Ai Quoc (who 
renamed himself Ho Chi Minh in 1943), set up the Indochinese Communist Party at 
a meeting in Hong Kong. Its prime objective was the independence of the peoples of 
Indochina. Unlike the British colonial administration in India and Ceylon, the French 
tolerated no political parties or any sort of representative organizations or unions. This 
drove underground all expression of Vietnamese nationalist sentiment.

Japan took advantage of the German invasion of France to occupy French 
Indochina in 1940. Loyal to the Vichy regime, the French colonialists were viewed 
by the Vietnamese as marionettes of Japanese domination, especially as the colonial 
administration – deprived of French markets – now exported rice and rubber to Japan 
in exchange for manufactured products. Japan used this de facto integration of the 
Vietnamese and Japanese economies to form an anti-French, pro-Japanese nationalist 
party. At the same time, the Indochinese Communist Party assumed leadership of 
resistance to Japanese occupation and in 1941 created the League for the Independence 
of Vietnam, or Viet Minh.3

By the spring of 1945, Japan had lost Guam, Saipan, the Philippines and most of 
its merchant fleet, and its troops were being beaten back in Burma. It decided to elim-
inate the French colonial administration in Indochina and to form new, supposedly 
independent States that it hoped would do its bidding.

In March the French administration was dismantled and the governor, administra-
tion officials and French troops interned. The Vietnamese emperor Bao Dai proclaimed 
Vietnam’s right to independence and terminated the protectorate treaty of 1883. He 
formed a government in Hue with ministers from the Vietnamese Nationalist Party.

In August, however, the Viet Minh called for a general uprising and rapidly 
seized control of the northern provinces. In September, Ho Chi Minh proclaimed 
the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. It had Tonkin as well as parts of Annam and 
Cochinchina under its control.

As in Greece, Yugoslavia and Korea, the end of the Second World War contained 
the seeds of civil war. In Vietnam’s case, that war was to last 30 years.

It was the French government’s desire to restore the pre-1940 situation that hastened 
this conflict. At the Potsdam Conference in the summer of 1945, Winston Churchill 
(about to be replaced by Clement Attlee), Harry Truman (who had replaced Franklin 
Roosevelt when he died the previous April) and Joseph Stalin reaffirmed French sov-
ereignty in Indochina. The interned French officials were freed by British troops and 
resumed control in Saigon in September. Meanwhile, Paris dispatched an expeditionary 
force under the command of General Philippe Leclerc. It quickly regained control 

2 The terms “Tonkin” and “Cochinchina” were created by the colonial administration, and “Annam” 
is the transliteration of a Chinese name. The Vietnamese use the names “Bac Bo”, “Trung Bo”, and 
“Nam Bo” to refer to the northern, central and southern regions of the country.

3 “Viet Minh” is an abbreviation of “Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh Hoi”, literally, “League for the 
Independence of Vietnam”.
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of urban areas and roads in Cochinchina and southern Annam. But the Viet Minh 
continued to hold the rest of the country.

A long process of negotiation began between France and the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam. In March 1946, an agreement was concluded making the “State of 
Vietnam” autonomous but within the Indochinese Federation and the French Union. 
Negotiations continued at Fontainebleau, outside Paris, despite opposition from col-
onists and extremists on all sides. But the parties’ basic positions remained virtually 
irreconcilable: while France wanted to restore its sovereignty over all of Indochina 
before discussing the peninsula’s future status, North Vietnam insisted on Vietnam’s 
recognition as an independent State along with its national unity. Amid mounting 
tensions, the French navy shelled Haiphong in November, signalling the resumption 
of hostilities throughout Vietnam.

The ensuing war lasted seven and a half years, ending with the French defeat at Dien 
Bien Phu in 1954. The Conference on Indochina took place that year in Geneva and 
lasted three months. Its participants were the People’s Republic of China, France and 
the United States, plus North Vietnam and the three States associated with the French 
Union: Cambodia, Laos and South Vietnam. The Conference was chaired jointly by 
Britain and the USSR. In the space of a few weeks, it put an end to a century of French 
presence in South-East Asia.

North and south of the 17th parallel

Under the resulting 1954 Geneva Accords, Vietnam was provisionally divided into 
two zones. The demarcation line ran along the 17th parallel. People were free to decide 
which zone they wished to live in. An estimated 800,000 people in the north chose 
to move to the south. Practically no one moved in the opposite direction. Elections 
in both north and south – to decide a single government for all of Vietnam – were 
scheduled for July 1956. The north-south divide was temporary and the country was 
supposed to be reunited following the elections.

The north – the Democratic Republic of Vietnam – had as its capital Hanoi and 
was ruled by Ho Chi Minh and his communist regime, supported by the other com-
munist countries and parties.

In the south, following the collapse of Emperor Bao Dai’s government, the Republic 
of Vietnam was proclaimed in October 1955, with Saigon as its capital. The nation-
alist Ngo Dinh Diem became leader with US support. Washington was applying its 
“containment” policy – aimed at arresting the spread of communism – in both Europe 
and Asia. In the final phase of the French Indochina war, the US had lent major sup-
port, particularly for the purpose of building a national army in French-held Vietnam. 
The Americans felt that if all of Vietnam fell under communist control, this would 
endanger stability in other South-East Asian countries, especially Thailand. Following 
the Geneva Accords, therefore, the US decided to fill the vacuum left by France’s depar-
ture and to make southern Vietnam a sturdy anti-communist bastion.
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President Diem was determined to prevent the 1956 elections, which he feared he 
would lose. He had no desire to see Vietnam reunified under communist control. His 
government struggled with a modicum of success to receive all those arriving from 
northern Vietnam, but failed to implement agrarian reform owing to opposition from 
the large landowners. Most of the population lived in extreme poverty. The government 
attacked all opponents, especially former Viet Minh militants who had remained in 
the south and members of armed religious sects such as Cao Dai, Hoa Hao and Binh-
Xuyen. Many were arrested by government troops.

The communists refused to accept a divided country and mounted the Viet Cong 
guerrilla movement,4 whose goal was to overthrow the Diem government and reunite 
north with south. In late 1960, they set up the National Front for the Liberation of 
the South. Across the country, and across Laos and Cambodia as well, North Vietnam 
built a network of paths through jungles and across plateaux – the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail – that enabled it to resupply the Viet Cong.

With the situation in South Vietnam deteriorating, President Kennedy decided in 
late 1961 to raise to 15,000 the number of American “military advisers” in the country. 
Their task was to organize, train and support the South Vietnamese army. Though the 
advisers were not supposed to take direct part in the fighting, the US was now directly 
involved in the struggle racking South Vietnam.

A staunch Catholic, Diem favoured Catholics over Buddhists, and Vietnamese 
who had come south from the north over the rest of his people. His regime grew 
increasingly authoritarian and leaned heavily on the police, the army and the secret 
service. A corresponding gap grew between it and the population. It drew opposition 
from the Buddhist clergy, who were influential among the Buddhist majority of the 
population. A growing number of dissidents – accused of supporting the communists 
or simply of “neutralism” – were jailed.

Meanwhile, the agitation led by Buddhist clerics and the attacks carried out by 
the Viet Cong were growing in magnitude. A number of monks publicly burned 
themselves to death in protest. These spectacular, much-photographed self-sacrifices 
worried Washington and drew attention to the increasingly despotic nature of the 
Saigon government.

On 1 November 1963, Diem was overthrown in a coup. The next day he and his 
brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, who headed the police, were murdered. Thus, one mili-
tary-dominated government succeeded the other.

With help from the north, the Viet Cong stepped up guerrilla warfare, posing a 
growing threat to the US-supported South Vietnamese government. On 2 August 

4 According to the historian André Fontaine (Histoire de la guerre froide, Vol. II, Fayard, Paris 1967, 
pp. 455–456), the term “Viet Cong”, a simple contraction of the Vietnamese for “Vietnamese com-
munists”, was coined by Ngo Dinh Diem’s regime to designate the communist militants in South 
Vietnam. The term nevertheless became widely used during that period and has become well estab-
lished in the historiography of the Vietnam War. It is virtually synonymous with the National 
Liberation Front and used here to refer to the Vietnamese communist insurgents without any pol-
itical connotations or implicit value judgments.
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1964, the US naval destroyer USS Maddox was sailing in the Gulf of Tonkin when, 
the US claimed, it was attacked by two North Vietnamese patrol boats while in inter-
national waters. North Vietnam accused the destroyer of violating its territorial waters. 
Two days later, the Maddox was sailing through a storm that may have affected its 
electronic equipment. In any case, the Americans once again claimed that they had 
been attacked by North Vietnam in international waters. In reprisal, US aircraft struck 
targets in North Vietnam, destroying naval bases and a fuel depot.

In Washington, President Lyndon Johnson, who had succeeded John Kennedy after 
the latter’s assassination in November 1963, used these reported incidents to obtain 
from Congress, on 7 August, a near-unanimous vote for a resolution authorizing him 
to take practically any military measures he saw fit.

In February 1965, the US launched an intensive campaign of airstrikes in North 
Vietnam. It attacked railways, roads and other means of transport towards the south. 
It also bombed industrial and other targets. Urban centres lying between the Red River 
delta and the 17th parallel were particularly hard hit. A month after this campaign 
began, US Marines landed on beaches along the coast near Danang and Hue, not far 
south of the “demilitarized zone” along the 17th parallel, intended to physically separate 
North and South Vietnam. Among other objectives, this deployment was intended 
to cut the Ho Chi Minh Trail. But North Vietnam expanded ever further into Laos 
and Cambodia the network constituting the Trail, and thus drew those countries ever 
deeper into the conflict afflicting Vietnam. Hanoi began infiltrating not only supplies 
and volunteers into the south, but large-scale units of its regular army as well.

US troop strength in Vietnam eventually grew to 510,000 men, along with con-
tingents from South Korea, Thailand, Australia and New Zealand. American ground 
forces possessed ultra-modern equipment and received support from their navy and air 
force. On the other side, North Vietnam received increasing support from Mainland 
China, and the USSR and other Soviet bloc countries. This support also filtered 
through to the Viet Cong.

The carnage in Vietnam represented a particularly hot theatre of the worldwide 
Cold War.

ICRC action

Scale grows following Geneva Accords

The ICRC was present in Vietnam throughout the French Indochina war, in Saigon 
continually and in Hanoi intermittently. Delegates were able to help civilians in French-
controlled areas and to visit Viet Minh detainees held by the French. But its dealings 
with Ho Chi Minh’s officials were much more difficult. In the early years of the war, 
contact was rare – Ho and his government had been driven out of Hanoi and forced 
to take to the bush. His forces were now deployed in mountainous areas to which the 
ICRC had no access. It was unable to turn to the USSR or Communist China for help, 
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since its relations with those two governments were so poor. Ho and his officials doubt-
less felt that the ICRC was too friendly with France and were therefore skeptical about 
its neutrality. This impression was hardly allayed by the fact that the ICRC depended 
on the French military for travel within Vietnam. Despite repeated approaches and 
but for one visit in 1947 to a group of French nationals interned by the Viet Minh, 
the ICRC never gained access to prisoners – whether French or Vietnamese – in Viet 
Minh hands. Nor did this change after Dien Bien Phu.5

Following the adoption of the 1954 Geneva Accords, the ICRC developed its activ-
ities in Vietnam, which largely consisted of help for who had moved from the north 
to the south. André Durand and Nicolas Burckhardt distributed relief and visited the 
camps in which the new arrivals were living. All these activities were carried out in 
close conjunction with the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF).

In late 1954, UNICEF decided to spend US$ 167,000 on aiding displaced women 
and children in South Vietnam, and asked ICRC delegates in Saigon to monitor this 
programme. So the delegates, together with the South Vietnamese authorities, studied 
how best to use this donation and visited camps and villages where distributions would 
take place. The distributions themselves were carried out by the South Vietnamese 
authorities assisted, among others, by the Catholic Relief Services (the relief and devel-
opment branch of the US Conference of Catholic Bishops).

Meanwhile, the League of Red Cross Societies coordinated and took delivery of 
relief sent by various National Societies and distributed by the emerging (i.e. as yet 
unrecognized) South Vietnamese Red Cross.

From May 1955 on, Jean de Preux, who had replaced André Durand, aided dis-
placed people and approached the Saigon government in behalf of arrested members of 
religious sects and captured communists. De Preux was received by Ngo Dinh Diem. 
He stressed the need for the government – which had acceded, as the State of Vietnam, 
to the Geneva Conventions in 1953 – to comply vis-à-vis its opponents with the pro-
visions set out in common Article 3.6

At this stage, the ICRC viewed the conflict in Vietnam as essentially a non-inter-
national one between armed rebels and the Saigon government.

In Hanoi, Jacques de Reynier, an ICRC delegate, made contact with the leaders 
of the emerging North Vietnamese Red Cross to discuss with them how the ICRC 
could best organize help for people affected by the fighting in Indochina. De Reynier 
had arrived before the 1954 Accords were concluded, but it was only half a year after 

5 For more on the work of the ICRC during the French Indochina War, see the following works: 
J.F. Berger, L’action du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge en Indochine (1946–1954), Éditions 
Corbaz, Montreux, 1982; F. Truninger, “The International Committee of the Red Cross and 
the Indochina War: From the Japanese defeat to the Geneva Agreements (1945–1954)”, IRRC, 
No. 810, November–December 1994, pp. 564–594; Catherine Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien 
Bien Phu: History of the International Committee of the Red Cross, 1945 to 1955, ICRC and Georg 
Editeur, Geneva, 2017, pp. 335–359 (reproduces the above-mentioned article by F. Truninger).

6 RICR, English-language supplement, No. 434, February 1955, pp. 18–21; No. 439, July 1955, 
pp.114–115. RICR, No. 450, June 1956, pp. 327–333.
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they were agreed that he received permission from the foreign ministry to take relief 
action. In May 1955, he delivered a consignment of medicines to the local Red Cross.7

André Durand replaced de Reynier and stayed in North Vietnam from mid-1956 
to early 1957. He pursued contacts with the government that were aimed at organizing 
new relief consignments. He also pressed for the tracing of certain families, as their 
relatives had requested it of ICRC Saigon. His contacts refused to discuss the subject.

This being the case, the ICRC decided to end Durand’s mission in Hanoi. It felt 
that the continuous presence of a delegate there was not justified if all he was allowed 
to do was organize relief operations. Regular visits by an outside delegate could accom-
plish this.

When he informed the president of the North Vietnamese Red Cross of his forth-
coming departure, Durand stressed the importance of regular visits by delegates and 
frequent contacts between the ICRC and the authorities. The president agreed that 
this would be useful and said how important he thought it was for his organization to 
be recognized by the ICRC.8

In January 1957, Durand returned to Geneva. Though it did not realize this then, 
the ICRC’s departure from Hanoi would not be reversed until after the Vietnam War: 
it was unable to take any action there during those crucial years.9

While Durand was in Hanoi, the authorities told him that a few hundred former 
members of the French Foreign Legion – nationals of various European countries – had 
deserted and joined the Viet Minh, then remained in North Vietnam after the war 
ended. Many now wished to be repatriated. The government said it wanted to help them 
but could not do so for nationals of countries with which it had no diplomatic relations. 
It therefore asked the ICRC to organize their repatriation. The ICRC agreed and began 
by seeking assurances from the destination countries that these individuals would not 
be imprisoned upon arrival. Once assurances were received, the former légionnaires 
boarded ships chartered by Hanoi and were taken to Hong Kong, from where they 
regained their home countries. Most had returned home by the end of 1958.10

Recognition of the South Vietnamese Red Cross

The State of Vietnam made itself bound by the Geneva Conventions in 1953 and 
requested recognition of the Red Cross Society founded there in 1951. However, 
the ICRC was not in a position to recognize it because, as the years passed, armed 

7 RICR, English-language supplement, No. 442, October 1955, pp. 176–178. RICR, No. 444, December 
1955, p. 213.

8 ICRC Archives, ACICR, A PV CP, Presidential Council minutes, 31 January 1957. ACICR, B AG 
252/224 RDV: note from the ICRC to André Durand, 17 August 1956; notes from André Durand 
to the ICRC, 24 September 1956, 23 October 1956.

9 Interview between André Durand and Françoise Perret, 13 November 2001.
10 ICRC Annual Report 1958, pp. 22–23. ICRC Annual Report 1960, pp. 21–22. RICR, English-

language supplement, No. 459, March 1957, p. 37; No. 482, February 1959, p. 34.
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conflict tightened its grip on South Vietnam. Under the rules set out in its 365th 
Circular to the Central Committees of September 194111 – and ratified by the 17th 
International Conference of the Red Cross (Stockholm 1948)12 – the ICRC may 
not recognize the National Society of a country involved in an armed conflict, inter-
national or otherwise.

In March 1957, the president of the South Vietnamese Red Cross made a fresh 
request to the ICRC to recognize his organization. His letter was accompanied by 
documents showing that it met the conditions set by the Stockholm Conference.13

The ICRC felt that the cessation of hostilities that followed the 1954 Geneva 
Accords had failed to bring about “a return to normality” since “Vietnam’s territory 
remains separated in two parts by a provisional military demarcation line”, and that 
“there are no grounds for concluding that the present situation will soon change”. This 
being the case, the ICRC judged that “it is not possible to leave this Society outside 
the International Red Cross any longer”.

The ICRC therefore recognized the South Vietnamese Red Cross in May 1957. It 
was anxious that this recognition not be viewed as a political act and therefore, referring 
to the recognition of the South Korean Red Cross as a precedent, it wrote in the circular 
announcing the recognition that it “concerns the Red Cross only” and that, guided 
only by the desire to see humanitarian aid made available to all peoples, the ICRC took 
no account of differences regarding “the international status of States”. It pointed out 
that this decision had no effect whatsoever on any future recognition of a Red Cross 
Society in North Vietnam – which would occur as soon as the required application 
had been made and the necessary conditions met – or on any future recognition of a 
hypothetical National Society covering all of Vietnam.14

Recognition of the North Vietnamese Red Cross

North Vietnam made itself bound by the Geneva Conventions in June 1957. It made a 
number of reservations to the Conventions that considerably reduced their effectiveness. 
These were modelled on those of the USSR and other members of the Soviet bloc.15

11 “Constitution et situations particulières de Sociétés de Croix-Rouge en temps de guerre”, 365th 
Circular to the Central Committees, 17 September 1941, RICR, No. 273, September 1941, 
pp. 763–767.

12 Resolution XII: “Recognition of National Societies” (17th International Red Cross Conference, 
Stockholm, August 1948: Report, ICRC, Geneva, 1948, p. 90).

13 Resolution XI: “Conditions for the recognition of National Societies” (17th International Red Cross 
Conference, Stockholm, August 1948: Report, ICRC, Geneva, 1948, p. 89).

14 “Recognition of the Red Cross of the Republic of Viet Nam”, 415th Circular to the Central 
Committees, 23 May 1957, IRRC, No. 462, June 1957, pp. 111–113. RICR, No 466, October 1957, 
pp. 570–574.

15 D. Schindler and J. Toman (eds), The Laws of Armed Conflicts, 3rd ed. Martinus Nijhoff Publishers 
/ Henry Dunant Institute, Dordrecht / Geneva, 1988, p. 592.
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Despite these reservations, the North Vietnamese Red Cross, founded in 1946, 
formally requested ICRC recognition, in September 1957, in a letter from its president 
containing documents demonstrating that the National Society met the conditions 
for recognition laid down by the Stockholm Conference. The ICRC’s 418th Circular 
of November 1957 announced the National Society’s recognition.

Once again the ICRC carefully pointed out that this recognition was “not in any 
way prejudicial to … possibly … a Society whose activity would extend to the whole 
of Viet Nam”. It repeated that it was guided only by the desire to see humanitarian 
aid made available to all peoples and took no account of differences regarding “the 
international status of States”.16

Repatriating Vietnamese refugees in Thailand

In response to requests from the Thai and South Vietnamese National Societies, André 
Durand travelled to Bangkok in early 1959 to assess the situation of Vietnamese ref-
ugees in Thailand. He visited 272 Vietnamese who had been interned by the Thai 
authorities since the beginning of the year; he also went to several provinces where 
Vietnamese were living, and spoke to these people in private.

The Thai government had given its permission for the refugees to be repatriated to 
the place of their choice in Vietnam. Durand therefore went to Hanoi to discuss with 
the authorities there the repatriation of those who wished to settle in North Vietnam.

Durand suggested that representatives of the Thai and North Vietnamese National 
Societies meet in Rangoon to discuss the details. They agreed and asked Durand to 
chair the meetings, which continued from June to August 1959. They reached an accord 
under which the first two repatriation vessels left Thailand in January 1960 bound for 
Haiphong, with a total of 1,446 returnees aboard.17 Werner Salzmann, who represented 
the ICRC in Thailand, was present at both departures.18

There is a clear similarity between the Vietnamese in Thailand and the Koreans 
in Japan and between the measures taken to resolve both situations. Likewise, oppos-
ition from Saigon had to be dealt with just as hostility from Seoul had. However, the 
number of Vietnamese in Thailand was but a small fraction of the number of Koreans 
in Japan, and the repatriation of those headed for North Vietnam did not have the 
same international repercussions.

16 “Recognition of the Red Cross of the Republic of Viet Nam”, 418th Circular to the Central 
Committees, 1 November 1957, IRRC, No. 468, December 1957, pp. 244–246.

17 RICR, English-language supplement, No. 486, June 1959, pp. 116–117; No. 488, August 1959, 
p. 161; No. 491, November 1959, p. 207.

18 See this work, note 2, p. 67. RICR, English-language supplement, No. 495, March 1960, p. 44.
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55.  Vietnam, 1966. Displaced Vietnamese carrying what belongings they can. 
 © ICRC/Charles Amman (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P VN-N-00095-07)

56.  Vietnam, 1960. Vietnamese refugees being repatriated and receiving a meal  
from the Thai Red Cross.  © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P HIST-03165-26)



340 part iv. conflicts related to the cold war

57.  Vietnam, 1965. Relief distribution in Quang Nam. 
 © Vietnamese Red Cross (ICRC/CID, V P VN-E-00451)

58.  Vietnam, Ban Me Thuot. South Vietnamese Red Cross truck on way to deliver medicines 
in the central highlands.  © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P VN-E-00801)
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South Vietnamese Red Cross leaders arrested

In late 1960 there was an attempt at a military coup in Saigon. It lasted only a few hours 
and the rebel officers then fled to Cambodia. Ngo Dinh Diem took advantage of the 
emotion aroused by the event to arrest a large number of people, including members 
of the democratic opposition who had nothing to do with the attempted coup.

Among those arrested were the president, the secretary-general and a member of 
the Central Committee of the South Vietnamese Red Cross. The three had drawn the 
government’s ire when, a few months previously, they had signed a petition calling for 
a halt to arbitrary arrests and for the release of people detained without trial. The gov-
ernment had reacted by preventing the National Society from carrying out its annual 
fundraising campaign, on which it depended for most of its financing. The National 
Society therefore found itself in great difficulty even before the three were arrested.

Alerted by André Leuenberger, its delegate in Saigon, the ICRC felt that this was 
an internal national security matter and that the organization therefore could not 
request their release. Following a degree of initial hesitation, ICRC headquarters in 
Geneva instructed Leuenberger to endeavour to learn where they were being held and 
in what conditions, and to seek permission to visit them. He made several attempts, 
but to no avail.

André Durand spent two days in Saigon in early February 1961 and reported to 
Geneva that “no one is safe from arbitrary arrest and detention in an undisclosed place”. 
Durand felt that the arrest of the Red Cross leaders was the result of their attempts 
to preserve the National Society’s independence and its ability to comply with Red 
Cross principles.

Several days later, now in Laos, Durand sent a long message urging ICRC head-
quarters in Geneva to take action at the highest level to seek the release of the South 
Vietnamese Red Cross leaders. He pointed out that they had been arrested precisely 
because they had called for the release of detainees arrested arbitrarily and for com-
pliance with fundamental Red Cross principles. He stressed that the ICRC could 
not claim to act as guardian of the Red Cross principles if it failed to actively protect 
those who took risks to defend those principles. Finally, Durand reminded headquar-
ters that the Saigon government had criticized the ICRC for establishing relations 
with the North Vietnamese Red Cross, for recognizing that National Society, and for 
taking part in the repatriation of Vietnamese refugees in Thailand who wished to go 
to North Vietnam. It could not be ruled out that the government was punishing the 
Red Cross leaders on the basis of Ngo Dinh Diem’s resentment towards the ICRC 
itself. Durand therefore called on headquarters in Geneva to take action at the highest 
level, either in the form of a letter from the president to Diem or of personal high-level 
representations in Saigon.19

However, postal service between Vientiane and Geneva in those days was slow, and 
Durand’s note arrived only on 2 March. The ICRC had learned in the meantime that 

19 ACICR, B AG 121 223-003, note from André Durand to the ICRC (No. 12), 20 February 1961.
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the National Society’s president had been released and the secretary-general would be 
shortly. As for Phan Khac Suu, the Central Committee member, he also had a seat 
in the country’s National Assembly: the ICRC suspected that it was in his political 
capacity that he continued to be detained, rather than his role in the Red Cross. It 
therefore decided to forgo the appeal urged by André Durand.

Though it did not make formal representations on the detainees’ behalf, the ICRC 
did accept the good offices of a major figure in the country (said to have Diem’s ear), 
who approached the South Vietnamese president unofficially on the matter. Documents 
in the ICRC’s archives shed no light on whether this person actually spoke with Diem 
or, if he did, whether that helped hasten the release of the National Society’s president 
and secretary-general.20

In the meantime, the National Society had been obliged to hand its network of 
dispensaries over to the municipalities, since it could no longer afford to run them. To 
make matters worse, the leaders who had been detained and several other members of 
the Central Committee were forced to resign, and were replaced by figures close to the 
Diem regime. This put an end to the National Society’s independence.

ICRC approaches Viet Cong

Throughout those years, the Viet Cong (more officially known as the National 
Liberation Front, or NLF) and the North Vietnamese regularly condemned the harsh 
treatment that they said the Americans and the Diem government were inflicting 
on South Vietnam’s population. In early 1963, the North Vietnamese Red Cross 
asked the ICRC to take steps to put an end to the ill-treatment of detainees in South 
Vietnam. Several weeks later the ICRC replied that while it had approached the South 
Vietnamese Red Cross about people detained “on the grounds of acts of insurrection”, 
it had been unable to contact the Viet Cong.21

In late April, a telegram signed by the “NLF Red Cross”22 asked the ICRC to 
approach the “Americano-Diemist” authorities to put an end to the spraying of 
defoliants in South Vietnam. It also asked the ICRC to organize relief for people 

20 Ibid.
21 ACICR, B AG 225 (224): letter from the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam to the 

ICRC, 13 February 1963; letter from the ICRC to the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam, 4 March 1963.

22 The ICRC was unable to recognize the Red Cross of the Viet Cong. The conditions for recognizing 
new National Societies, as adopted by the 17th International Conference in Stockholm in August 
1948, stipulated that a country could have only one National Society, and the ICRC had already 
recognized the Red Cross of the Republic of Vietnam on 23 May 1957. That provision did not, 
however, prohibit the ICRC from working with unrecognized Red Cross or Red Crescent Societies.
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contaminated by the spraying and suggested that it contact the Viet Cong represen-
tative in Algiers.23

In July, Jacques de Heller, the ICRC delegate posted to Algiers, met with the Viet 
Cong representative there. They discussed the problems posed by defoliants. De Heller 
also asked the Viet Cong representative for information regarding people who had disap-
peared in South Vietnam. In December, the ICRC followed up this meeting by writing 
to the Viet Cong representative and inviting him to come to Geneva. He never did.24

De Heller met the Viet Cong representative again in January 1964. He told de 
Heller that the ICRC’s letter had been forwarded to the Viet Cong leadership, who 
wished the ICRC to contact its representative in Prague. This the ICRC did, and gave 
the representative there letters dealing with the matters discussed in Algiers. It sug-
gested that the Viet Cong send all correspondence to André Durand – its delegate with 
overall responsibility for Asia – via the ICRC representative in Bangkok. However, it 
never received any reply to its questions.25

In early 1965, the Viet Cong announced to the press that the Americans it was 
holding prisoner could receive letters and parcels through the Cambodian Red Cross. 
The ICRC therefore sent that National Society the letters and parcels in its possession.

In February, the Cambodian Red Cross announced that it had handed over the let-
ters and parcels to the Viet Cong delegation to the Conference of Indochinese Peoples, 
held that same month in Phnom Penh.

In July, four Americans managed to escape from their Viet Cong captors and 
reported that they had indeed received the items forwarded to them by the Cambodian 
Red Cross.26

Visiting detainees in South Vietnam

In October 1962, a visit organized by the South Vietnamese Red Cross and headed by 
its president was carried out at an internment camp near Saigon.27 An ICRC delegate, 
Werner Muller, took part. He reported that those visited were interned in connection 
with the war.

23 ACICR, B AG 202 (223), telegram from the Red Cross of the Viet Cong to the ICRC, 30 April 
1963.

24 ACICR, B AG 122 (223): note from Jacques de Heller to the ICRC, 18 July 1963; letter from the 
ICRC to the Viet Cong representative in Algiers, 10 December 1963.

25 ACICR, B AG 149 (223): note from Jacques de Heller to the ICRC, 7 January 1964; note from the ICRC 
to Jacques de Heller, 10 January 1964; letter from the ICRC to the Viet Cong representative in Prague, 
10 January 1964; note from Jacques de Heller to the ICRC, 23 January 1964. ACICR, B AG 229 (223), 
letters from the ICRC to the Viet Cong representative in Prague, 11 May and 28 July 1964. ACICR, 
B AG 202 (223), letter from the ICRC to the Viet Cong representative in Prague, 27 November 1964.

26 ACICR, B AG 219 (223): letter from the Cambodian Red Cross to the ICRC, 15 February 1965; tele-
gram from the American Red Cross to the ICRC, 2 August 1965. ICRC Annual Report 1964, pp. 27–29. 
ICRC Annual Report 1965, p. 7. IRRC, No. 556, April 1965, p. 192; No. 558, June 1965, pp. 300–301.

27 ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 26. IRRC, No. 528, December 1962, p. 660.
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In January 1963, André Durand travelled to Saigon to assess the situation of people 
interned or detained and awaiting trial. He contacted the National Society president 
and several government representatives, but did not receive permission to visit detainees 
before having to return to his Tokyo base in mid-March. While Durand was in Saigon, 
the North Vietnamese Red Cross once again protested to the ICRC about ill-treatment 
of South Vietnam’s population.

In April, the ICRC sent the South Vietnamese government a letter in which it 
expressed concern about “the situation of people who have been detained or interned in 
connection with the armed conflict currently under way in Vietnam”. It suggested that 
its delegates visit them for the purpose of helping improve their conditions of deten-
tion and added that this process could well have “a considerable calming effect”. But 
the government refused this offer, affirming that the captured prisoners – even those 
“guilty of crimes against State security” – were being treated humanely. (Saigon also 
asked the ICRC to visit prisons in North Vietnam.) The ICRC acknowledged receipt 
of the refusal, and assured the government that its offer of services was open-ended..28

Back in Tokyo, André Durand met the deputy director of South Vietnam’s “pol-
itical re-education centres”. In June, he reported to a plenary meeting of the ICRC 
Assembly in Geneva, confirming that Saigon felt government-organized visits with an 
invited ICRC delegate in attendance should be considered sufficient.

He went on to say that the situation was not improving in any way: “The violence in 
South Vietnam will not abate in the foreseeable future. It involves large-scale action by 
infantry, artillery and air force. Every day, government communiqués announce further 
casualties and disappearances among its forces and the capture of enemy combatants. 
There can also be no doubt that people frequently continue to be arbitrarily arrested. 
It is difficult to assess the number of non-penal-law detainees. There are probably tens 
of thousands.”

Durand went on to describe the re-education camps, and concluded that the ICRC 
should undertake to help the detainees but that present circumstances seemed to rule 
this out. For the moment, the organization should pursue other relief work and take 
part in the visits carried out by the South Vietnamese Red Cross. The ICRC Assembly 
had to recognize the fact that acceptance for Red Cross principles and ideals was gen-
erally lacking among those involved in Asian conflicts.29

That same month, a key Buddhist organization in Saigon asked the ICRC to take 
action in behalf of monks holding a hunger strike. Given its difficulties with the 
Saigon government, ICRC headquarters in Geneva forwarded this request to the South 

28 ACICR, B AG 225 (223): letter from the president of the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam to the ICRC president, 13 February 1963; note from André Durand to the ICRC, 16 
March 1963; letter from the ICRC president to the president of the Republic of Vietnam, 17 April 
1963; letter from the South Vietnamese foreign minister to the ICRC, 25 May 1963; letter from the 
ICRC vice-president to the South Vietnamese foreign minister, 12 June 1963. ICRC Annual Report 
1963, pp. 25–26. IRRC, No. 533, May 1963, p. 260.

29 ACICR, B AG 225 (223), note from André Durand to the ICRC, 17 March 1963. ACICR, A PV 
PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 6 June 1963.
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Vietnamese Red Cross. At the end of August, however, with the number of arrests 
in the country growing rapidly, the ICRC sent the government a telegram in which 
it renewed its offer of services on the basis of common Article 3. Two days later, the 
government rejected this offer and assured the ICRC that its presence was not needed.30

In February 1964, André Durand returned to Saigon. He approached the foreign 
and interior Ministries, and was given permission to visit civilians detained in connec-
tion with the conflict. He promptly visited a prison and, the next day, a camp already 
visited by Werner Muller in October 1962.

In April, Durand travelled to the island of Con Son, off the mouth of the Mekong. 
Accompanied by the National Society president and the director of re-education camps, 
he visited the prison there. Between September and October, Werner Muller visited 
several places of detention and distributed aid.

During these visits, the delegates were not allowed to speak with the detainees in 
private. This restriction was contrary to ICRC procedures, since without such inter-
views they are unable to assess either the real situation in the prison or the grounds on 
which the detainees have been incarcerated.

During this period, the international press – including influential US publica-
tions – ran articles and images describing the torture and other ill-treatment to which 
these detainees were subjected. After examining such publications in October, the 
ICRC’s Presidential Council concluded that the images and accounts were not fabri-
cations. Nevertheless, it decided not to approach the South Vietnamese authorities on 
the basis of this evidence. It was concerned to maintain the ICRC practice of acting 
on the basis only of violations actually witnessed by its delegates.31

Attempts to assist bombing victims in North Vietnam

In August 1964, in reprisal for the alleged Gulf of Tonkin incident, the US carried out 
a series of bombing raids in North Vietnam. The ICRC offered the North Vietnamese 
Red Cross its help in coming to the aid of survivors. This offer was declined on the 
grounds that the National Society was able to deal with the matter itself. The ICRC 
renewed its offer the following February after US bombing had been intensified. The 
North Vietnamese once again declined.32

30 ACICR, B AG 225 (223): telegram from the ICRC to the government of the Republic of Vietnam, 28 
August 1963; telegram from the government of the Republic of Vietnam to the ICRC, 30 August 1963.

31 ACICR, B AG 225 (223): notes from André Durand to the ICRC, 1 February 1964, 6 February 
1964, 24 February 1964, 1 March 1964, 1 April 1964. ACICR, A PV CP, Presidential Council min-
utes, 29 October 1964. ICRC Annual Report 1964, p. 28. IRRC, No. 544, April 1964, p. 186–187; 
No. 545, May 1964, p. 263; No. 554, February 1965, p. 72.

32 ACICR, B AG 200 (224): telegram from the ICRC to the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam, 7 August 1964; telegram from the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
to the ICRC, 11 August 1964. ICRC Annual Report 1964, pp. 28–29. ICRC Annual Report 1965, 
p. 8. IRRC, No. 549, September 1964, p. 480.
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In April 1965, the ICRC suggested that one of its delegates, Jean-Pierre Maunoir, visit 
the North Vietnamese Red Cross. The National Society replied that “the unsafe conditions 
caused by American bombing” made such a visit impossible “both now and in the fore-
seeable future”. The ICRC renewed its offer a month later, but once again it was rejected.33

Assisting US aircrew shot down over North Vietnam

In early August 1964, two US pilots were shot down over North Vietnam. The ICRC 
was not allowed to visit prisoners in North Vietnam. At the request of the American 
Red Cross, however, the ICRC offered to the North Vietnamese Red Cross to serve as 
intermediary for the forwarding of messages between the two pilots and their families. 
A month later, the ICRC received a letter, through the American National Society, for 
one of the pilots from his wife. The ICRC forwarded it to the North Vietnamese Red 
Cross, from which a few weeks later it received a long message from the pilot reassuring 
his family about his conditions of internment and his health.34

In early October, the North Vietnamese Red Cross sent the ICRC a second letter 
from the same prisoner to his family; the ICRC went on acting as the conduit for such 
family messages until, in May 1965, the North Vietnamese National Society suspended 
the exchange.35

New visits to detainees in South Vietnam

In April 1965, André Durand – accompanied by Werner Muller, an ICRC doctor and 
a representative of the South Vietnamese Red Cross – visited a prison and distributed 
aid. However, the ICRC was not permitted to interview detainees in private.

At a meeting in May 1965, the Presidential Council heard a report from Werner 
Muller, who had recently arrived from Saigon. He stressed that the South Vietnamese 
authorities were not giving the ICRC permission to interview detainees in private. 
Despite the inadequate nature of these visits – interviews in private being an indispen-
sable part of a proper visit – the Council decided that they must be continued.36 The 
minutes give no information about the grounds for this decision.

33 ACICR, B AG 202 (224), telegram from the ICRC to the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam, 20 April 1965; telegram from the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
to the ICRC, 3 May 1965; telegram from the ICRC to the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam, 20 May 1965; telegram from the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam to 
the ICRC, 8 June 1965.

34 ACICR, B AG 229 (224-71), letter from the ICRC to the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam, 19 August 1964.

35 ICRC Annual Report 1964, p. 28. ICRC Annual Report 1965, pp. 7–8. IRRC, No. 549, September 
1964, p. 480; No. 551, November 1964, p. 593.

36 ACICR, A PV CP, Presidential Council minutes, 20 May 1965. ICRC Annual Report 1965, p. 7.
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Appeals from Hanoi against American use  
of defoliants and the bombing of hospitals

In the spring of 1965, the North Vietnamese Red Cross sent the ICRC a protest 
regarding American use of defoliants. After asking and receiving details of places and 
dates, the ICRC forwarded this protest to the American Red Cross.37

The North Vietnamese Red Cross also lodged several protests with the ICRC con-
cerning the bombing of hospitals, which it said had been clearly marked with a red cross 
on a white background. In accordance with custom, the ICRC forwarded these protests 
to the American Red Cross, which, in turn, forwarded them to the US government.

The US government contacted the ICRC to say that the matter had been looked 
into and that there was no indication that US aircraft had attacked installations dis-
playing the red cross, and that if facilities containing sick and wounded people had been 
struck, this must mean that these were situated inside military installations or very close 
to them. The US authorities suggested that the ICRC carry out an investigation at the 
scene and stated that it was prepared to provide all the information in its possession.

The ICRC forwarded this statement to the North Vietnamese Red Cross, but 
Hanoi did not take up the suggestion of an investigation.38

Appeal to the belligerents

In June 1965 – three months after US Marines landed in northern South Vietnam 
and as US bombing raids on North Vietnam were intensifying – the ICRC concluded 
that military action in Vietnam now amounted to an international armed conflict. 
The growing involvement of North Vietnam in support of the Viet Cong, and above 
all of the United State in support of Saigon, had given the conflict an unmistakably 
international character.

The ICRC therefore made a formal appeal to South Vietnam, North Vietnam, and 
the United States to comply with the 1949 Geneva Conventions. It also sent this appeal 
to the Viet Cong, though it did not place that non-State entity on the same level as 
Saigon, Hanoi or Washington.

Common Article 3 was no longer broad enough to serve as a basis for adequate ICRC 
action. The organization therefore asked the various parties to the conflict – including 
the Viet Cong – to implement all provisions of the four 1949 Geneva Conventions. 
The Viet Cong, and its political arm, the National Liberation Front, was taking active 
part in the hostilities, even if it did not constitute a State.

37 ACICR, B AG 202 (224): telegram from the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam to 
the ICRC, 29 April 1965; telegram from the ICRC to the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam, 4 May 1965; letter from the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam to the 
ICRC, 24 June 1965.

38 ICRC Annual Report 1965, pp. 10–11. IRRC, No. 562, October 1965, pp. 521–523; No. 572, August 
1966, pp. 400–402.
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When it made this request, the ICRC:
• categorized the war in Vietnam as now amounting to an international armed conflict
• set out the effects in terms of law of this categorization: the duty of all parties to 

this conflict to abide by the Geneva Conventions in their entirety
• made itself available to help the belligerents implement the Conventions.

The organization asked the warring parties to undertake to comply with humanitarian 
law and offered to make their commitment widely known.

The significance of the ICRC’s June 1965 appeal makes it worth quoting in 
its entirety:

The hostilities raging at the present time in Viet Nam – both North and South of the 17th par-
allel – have assumed such proportions recently that there can be no doubt they constitute an 
armed conflict to which the regulations of humanitarian law as a whole should be applied.
All Parties to the conflict, the Republic of Viet Nam, the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam 
and the United States of America, are bound by the four Geneva Conventions of August 12, 
1949, for the protection of the victims of war, having ratified them and having adhered 
thereto. The National Liberation Front too is bound by the undertakings signed by Viet Nam.

Pursuant to the [sic] common Article 1 of the four Geneva Conventions, “The High 
Contracting Parties undertake to respect and to ensure respect for the present Convention in 
all circumstances.” It is likewise said in Article 2 that “the present Convention shall apply to 
all cases of declared war or of any other armed conflict which may arise between two or more 
of the High Contracting Parties, even if the state of war is not recognized by one of them”.

In keeping with its humanitarian tradition, the International Committee of the Red Cross 
in Geneva reminds the governments of the aforesaid countries and the National Liberation 
Front of their obligations pursuant to the Geneva Conventions.

It is incumbent on them to implement the provisions thereof and to permit the ICRC to carry 
out its mission as a neutral intermediary, as laid down in these Conventions.

In particular the life of any combatant taken prisoner, wearing uniform or bearing an 
emblem clearly indicating his membership of the armed forces, shall be spared, he shall be 
treated humanely as a prisoner of war, lists of combatants taken prisoner shall be commu-
nicated without delay to the International Committee of the Red Cross (Central Tracing 
Agency), and the delegates of the ICRC shall be authorized to visit prison camps.

In addition, Parties to the conflict shall respect and protect civilians taking no part in hos-
tilities, they shall abstain from attack against such persons and subject them to no form 
of violence.

The ICRC is prepared to co-operate with the authorities concerned as far as it is able in 
the loyal and strict application of the Geneva Conventions drawn up by the community of 
nations to alleviate the hardships engendered by war.
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The ICRC conveys the present communication to the governments of the three aforesaid 
countries and will endeavour to deliver it also to the National Liberation Front. It would be 
pleased to know what measures are taken by the governments in conformity with the duties 
devolving upon them pursuant to the Geneva Conventions.39

There can be no doubt that the appeal was a courageous step. The ICRC was clearly 
stating that this was an international armed conflict and asking all the warring par-
ties – independently of their differing positions and their different situations in legal 
terms – to implement all provisions of the Geneva Conventions. The appeal had a 
weakness, however: it referred exclusively to the Geneva Conventions rather than 
to humanitarian law as a whole. And those Conventions had done precious little to 
update the rules governing the conduct of hostilities since the Second World War. 
North Vietnam was suffering increasingly heavy aerial bombardment by the US. The 
appeal was at very real risk of being viewed by Hanoi and the Viet Cong as lacking 
neutrality and impartiality.

In addition, the ICRC was asking the Viet Cong – just as it was Hanoi, Saigon 
and Washington – to comply with the Geneva Conventions, but did not recognize 
the Viet Cong’s political arm, the National Liberation Front, as having a the same 
status as the others. Instead, after pointing out that North and South Vietnam and 
the US had all ratified the Conventions, it stated that the Viet Cong was bound by 
the undertakings made in the name of Vietnam. While this was correct in terms of 
the law, the Viet Cong must have chafed under such language. It wished to be viewed 
as a genuine movement for the liberation of South Vietnam, and not simply Hanoi’s 
tool. It therefore could not accept the statement that it was bound by the Conventions 
because North Vietnam was bound by them. Neither, of course, could the Viet Cong 
accept that it was bound by virtue of the fact that the Saigon-ruled State – an entity 
whose legitimacy it totally rejected and against which it had taken up arms – was party 
to the Conventions. Both Hanoi and the Viet Cong duly protested.

Two months after the ICRC issued its appeal, the United States responded 
as follows:

The United States Government has always abided by the humanitarian principles enunci-
ated in the Geneva Conventions and will continue to do so. In regard to the hostilities in Viet 
Nam, the United States Government is applying the provisions of the Geneva Conventions 
and we expect the other parties to the conflict to do likewise.

Among the particular measures being taken to implement the Conventions at the present 
time, the United States Government is developing plans to assist the Government of the 
Republic of Viet Nam to expand and improve facilities and procedures to process and care for 
an increased number of captives taken in combat. The two governments are also increasing 
programs of instruction for personnel in the details of the provisions of the Conventions.

39 ICRC Annual Report 1965, pp. 8–9. IRRC, No. 560, August 1965, pp. 417-418.
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As you are aware, those involved in aggression against the Republic of Viet Nam rely 
heavily on disguise and disregard generally accepted principles of warfare. From the outset 
it has therefore been difficult to develop programs and procedures to resolve fully all the 
problems arising in the application of the provisions of the Conventions. Continued refine-
ment of these programs and procedures in the light of experience will thus undoubtedly 
be necessary.

The United States Government will cooperate fully and communicate further with the 
International Committee of the Red Cross concerning the performance in Viet Nam of its 
traditional and valuable humanitarian mission.40

Soon after the US response, South Vietnam’s foreign minister handed André Durand 
a letter stating that the Republic of Vietnam was fully willing to respect the Geneva 
Conventions and help the ICRC bring about their implementation. The signatory 
made a point of expressing the hope that the Viet Cong would show the same human-
itarian concern.

South Vietnam was speeding up the process of becoming formally bound – as the 
Republic of Vietnam – by the Conventions and meanwhile promoting knowledge of 
their provisions. Those provisions were in any case being applied de facto and Viet Cong 
taken prisoner treated humanely.

The ICRC forwarded both these responses to Hanoi.41

The North Vietnamese foreign ministry sent the following note (which was dated 
31 August but arrived only in October):

As all the world is aware, the United States Government and its agents in Saigon are engaged 
in committing crimes in their war of aggression in Viet Nam, undermining peace, violating 
the laws and customs of war and perpetrating acts against humanity.

In order to compensate for its defeats in the undeclared war of aggression in South Viet Nam, 
the United States Government has, without any justification, given orders to its air and 
naval forces to make surprise attacks on the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam, in flagrant 
violation of the Geneva Agreements of 1954 on Viet Nam and of the rules of international 
law. It has employed napalm and phosphorous bombs, poisonous chemical products, and 
its aircraft and warships have indiscriminately bombed hospitals, schools, road transport 
stations, markets, villages, fishing vessels, churches, pagodas, etc., massacring large numbers 
of innocent civilians and violating the Geneva Conventions of August 12, 1949, for the 
protection of the victims of war, as well as other rules of war.

The people and the Government of the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam consider the actions 
of the United States Government and its agents in Saigon as acts of piracy and regard the 

40 IRRC, No. 561, September 1965, pp. 477-478.
41 ACICR, B AG 202 (223): letter from the South Vietnamese foreign minister to André Durand, 

11 August 1965 (in French); letter from the ICRC to the North Vietnamese foreign minister, 19 
August 1965. IRRC, No. 561, September 1965, pp. 477–478. ICRC Annual Report 1965, pp. 9–10.
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pilots who have carried out pirate-raids, destroying the property and massacring the popu-
lation of the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam, as major criminals caught in flagrante 
delicto and liable for judgement in accordance with the laws of the Democratic Republic of 
Viet Nam, although captured pilots are well treated. Authorization has been granted them 
to correspond with their families. However, regulations concerning mail with the exterior 
having been recently infringed, the competent authorities of the Democratic Republic of Viet 
Nam have decided temporarily to suspend this correspondence. In future, if those concerned 
demonstrate their willingness to observe the regulations in force in the Democratic Republic 
of Viet Nam, the competent authorities could reconsider the question with a view to finding 
an appropriate solution.

In South Viet Nam, the Government of the United States and its agents in Saigon are 
also undertaking a war of great atrocity, employing against the civilian population arms 
and methods of warfare which have for long been prohibited by international law. The 
Government of the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam energetically condemns these barbarous 
acts committed by the Government of the United States and its agents and declares that they 
must take entire responsibility for the crimes which they have perpetrated.42

Without citing it directly, North Vietnam’s response implicitly referred to a reservation 
it had made when it had become bound by the Geneva Conventions in 1957. That 
reservation concerned Article 85 of the Third Geneva Convention (prisoners of war) 
and read as follows:

The Democratic Republic of Viet Nam declares that prisoners of war tried and convicted of 
war crimes or crimes against humanity, in accordance with the principles laid down by the 
Nuremberg Judicial Tribunal, shall not benefit from the provisions of the present Convention 
as is specified in Article 85.43

Despite the fact that Hanoi’s response to the ICRC appeal hinted at the reservation 
quoted above, US airmen held prisoner in North Vietnam were never placed on trial.44

42 “Unofficial retranslation” (presumably from a translation into French from a Vietnamese original) 
published in the IRRC, No. 562, October 1965, pp. 527–528.

43 Accession to the Geneva Conventions by the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, 5 June 1957. A com-
munication dated 24 June 1982 from the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs to François Bugnion 
noted that the French translation of the reservations made by the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
is an official translation that the Vietnamese government filed at the same time as the instrument of 
accession. D. Schindler and J. Toman (eds), The Laws of Armed Conflicts, 3rd ed. Martinus Nijhoff 
Publishers / Henry Dunant Institute, Dordrecht / Geneva, 1988, p. 592.

44 ACICR, B AG 202 (224), note from the North Vietnamese foreign minister to the ICRC, 31 
August 1965. ICRC Annual Report 1965, pp. 8–9. IRRC, No. 561, September 1965, pp. 477–478; 
No. 562, October 1965, pp. 521–523, 527–528. F. Bugnion, The International Committee of the Red 
Cross and the Protection of War Victims, ICRC / Macmillan, Geneva, 2003, pp. 616–622.
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New attempt to aid US airmen held by the North

The ICRC replied to North Vietnam’s note of 31 August, asking for a list of the US 
and South Vietnamese military personnel it was holding prisoner. The organization also 
asked that delegates be allowed to visit them and that they be enabled to correspond 
with their families. However, it received neither lists nor permission for visits.

The North Vietnamese Red Cross sent the ICRC photographs of four American 
prisoners and statements made by two of them. (The ICRC sent the families of the 
four what news it had of them.). In the accompanying letter, the North Vietnamese 
National Society once again condemned the means of warfare being used by the US.45

The ICRC forwarded Hanoi’s note to the US and South Vietnamese governments, 
stressing the necessity of respecting the protection for duly marked medical facilities. 
Its cover letter also reminded them that belligerents are obliged to respect and spare 
civilians taking no part in the hostilities and that the choice of means of warfare was 
limited by the law.46

Viet Cong response to ICRC appeal

In October 1965, the National Liberation Front representative in Moscow sent the 
ICRC a statement by the Viet Cong “Red Cross”. It said that the Viet Cong was not 
party to the Geneva Conventions (which “contain provisions that in no way correspond 
to either the Viet Cong’s operations or the organization of its armed forces, and which 
it therefore cannot apply mechanically”). However, the statement continued, it did 
treat its prisoners humanely.

The Viet Cong thus categorically rejected the argument made by the ICRC in its 
appeal that it was required to comply with the Geneva Conventions by virtue of others’ 
obligations: it believed it was not bound by agreements that it had not itself concluded.

In reply to this statement, the ICRC asked the Viet Cong to comply with at least 
the Conventions’ core provisions, in particular those requiring it to:
• spare the life of any adversary who had laid down his weapons
• treat him if he was wounded
• take no reprisals on prisoners
• allow prisoners to communicate with their families
• allow ICRC delegates to visit the prisoners
• send the ICRC lists naming its prisoners.

45 ACICR, A PV CP, Presidential Council minutes, 20 October 1965. ACICR, B AG 202 (224): letter 
from the president of the ICRC to the North Vietnamese foreign minister, 24 September 1965; letter 
from the Red Cross of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam to the ICRC, 30 September 1965. ICRC 
Annual Report 1965, pp. 10–11.

46 ACICR, B AG 202 (223), note from the ICRC president to the US secretary of state, 27 September 1965.
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In late November, the Viet Cong released 22 South Vietnamese and two Americans. 
The ICRC responded with a telegram to the Viet Cong representative in Moscow 
expressing its appreciation and proposed the release by both sides of all sick or 
wounded prisoners.47

Visiting detainees in South Vietnam

The ICRC set up a full-time delegation in Saigon in 1965. But despite the government’s 
seemingly positive response to the organization’s appeal of June that year, the delegates 
encountered great difficulty when they attempted to visit detainees. The authorities had 
placed those incarcerated in a number of different categories and allowed the ICRC 
to visit only those in the categories “prisoners of war” and “civilian internees”. They 
refused access to “subversives” and “guerrillas” (among others) whereas, by Saigon’s 
own account, the war in South Vietnam was one of subversion, and it was obviously a 
matter of guerrilla warfare. In addition, since detainees belonging to different categories 
were frequently held together in the same facility, delegates were often refused access. 
And, when they did receive permission, were not allowed to interview the detainees 
in private. Finally, the detaining authorities refused to communicate the identities of 
the detainees they were holding.48

When US forces captured prisoners, they handed them over to the South 
Vietnamese army.

In its regular contacts with the US authorities, the ICRC stressed that the US 
should pressure Saigon to comply with the Geneva Conventions.49

In late December 1965, three delegates – Werner Muller, André Tschiffeli and 
Alain Modoux – visited a camp 30 km from Saigon in the company of a National 
Society representative and officials from various ministries. The camp held nearly 
1,000 people, 85% of whom were political detainees, the others being categorized as 
prisoners of war. For the first time, the delegates were allowed to speak in private with 
the detainees of their choice. The visit resulted in a report, which was submitted to 
the Saigon government.50

47 ACICR, B AG 202 (223), letter from the Viet Cong representative in Moscow to the ICRC, 
16 October 1965; letter from the ICRC to the Viet Cong representative in Moscow, 26 November 
1965. ICRC Annual Report 1965, p. 11. IRRC, No. 564, December 1965, pp. 636–638.

48 ACICR, A PV CP, Presidential Council minutes, 23 September 1965.
49 ACICR, A PV CP, Presidential Council minutes, 20 October 1965.
50 ICRC Annual Report 1965, p. 12. IRRC, No. 572, August 1966, p. 404.
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Conclusion

From the start of ICRC action in connection with the Vietnam War, the various parties 
to that conflict adopted positions that they would maintain to the end.

North Vietnam refused from the outset to allow the ICRC to visit its prisoners or 
to have any contact at all with them. It justified this stance with the view that those 
who bombed North Vietnam were criminals. The fact is that, for Hanoi, the ICRC 
never managed to set itself apart, in North Vietnamese eyes, from the rest of the West.

South Vietnam refused to allow delegates to speak in private with civilian detainees 
and imposed severe restrictions on visits to prisoners of war.

In its 1965 appeal to all parties, the ICRC attempted to break free of these con-
straints., but to no avail.

Hanoi implicitly used its reservation to Article 85 of the Third Geneva Convention 
to deny the ICRC access to its prisoners. In addition, North Vietnam and its allies cast 
doubt on the organization’s neutrality for failing to condemn US bombing, creating 
a further obstacle to access.

The ICRC felt that any position on the legality or otherwise of the US bombing 
must be based on “the law of The Hague” (by contrast with “the law of Geneva”), and 
that it was not qualified to make such a pronouncement. Moreover, having no presence 
in Hanoi, it possessed no first-hand information, which would have been a sine qua non 
for any condemnation. Whatever its reasoning, the ICRC was unable to escape the 
suspicion that it was a tool of Washington.

To make matters worse, the ICRC had only indirect communication with Hanoi 
and the Viet Cong. And its poor relations with Moscow and Peking – regardless of 
the slight thawing that had resulted from the New Delhi Conference – meant that it 
could not hope for support from them.

This being the case, the decision to withdraw André Durand from North Vietnam 
in 1957 was to have major negative consequences, especially as his long experience and 
winning personality made Durand the only delegate who might have had a chance to 
secure the confidence of leaders in Hanoi.

Unable now to post a delegate to Hanoi, and unable to come to the aid of Americans 
and South Vietnamese personnel held by North Vietnam, the ICRC lacked the leverage 
it might have had vis-à-vis Saigon and Washington to obtain real improvements for 
detainees in South Vietnam. To the meagre extent that delegates had access to those 
detainees, they could do little but record in their reports the problems they observed, 
lacking the means to solve those problems.

Moreover, the organization relied for too long on reports from representatives in 
Saigon who were not real ICRC delegates. Rather, they were people working for Swiss 
companies and assigned by their employers to the South Vietnamese capital. Whatever 
the qualities and sincere commitment of these individuals, they can only have aroused 
suspicion within the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese government, given their 
professional activities in the midst of Saigon business circles, which were so dependent 
on Ngo Dinh Diem and his successors.
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By agreeing to its delegates interviewing detainees in the presence of the detaining 
authorities – at least until they were finally allowed to speak with them in private, in 
the final days of 1965 – the ICRC allowed itself to be used in a situation that it could 
not control or even influence to any significant degree.

Finally, it is once again striking to note the extent to which the ICRC failed to 
assign the Vietnam operation the necessary resources. Compared with the organ-
ization’s tremendous tangible commitment – just a few years later – to its work in 
connection with the Six-Day War or the Nigerian civil war, the Vietnam operation was 
allocated little in the way of staff and funding. Though in its 1965 appeal to the bellig-
erents the ICRC recognized the conflict’s international, indeed worldwide, dimension, 
the fact of the matter is that the organization was content to be represented by a tiny 
team of delegates in Saigon operating with very limited resources out of all proportion 
to the ever-growing number of dead and wounded and people taken prisoner, to the 
tens of thousands, then hundreds of thousands, of people forced from their homes, 
and to the sheer scale of the destruction.

The story of the ICRC’s work in connection with the Vietnam War right up to the 
Paris Peace Accords of January 1973, and ultimately the fall of Saigon in April 1975, 
was one of failure. Each of the seeds of that failure had been clearly sown by 1965.51

51 The ICRC continued its work in Vietnam after the Paris Peace Accords were signed on 27 January 
1973 to end the war and restore peace in Vietnam, then after the victory of the North Vietnamese 
and Viet Cong forces in Saigon on 29 April 1975, and even – for several years – after the final end of 
the conflict. Those efforts are, however, beyond the scope of this text, as the core of the action took 
place after 1965, a pivotal year for both the ICRC and the warring parties. Notes in the International 
Review of the Red Cross and the ICRC’s Annual Reports provide more information on the ICRC’s 
continued action in Vietnam, as do the following works: M. Barde, La Croix-Rouge et la Révolution 
indochinoise: Histoire du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge dans la guerre du Vietnam, Graduate 
Institute of International Studies, Geneva, 1975; J. Freymond, Guerres, Révolutions, Croix-Rouge: 
Réflexions sur le rôle du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, Graduate Institute of International 
Studies, Geneva, 1976, pp. 85–94.





Sino–Indian War 
(1962–1963)

War in the Himalayas

India and China had very amicable relations in the years that followed India’s inde-
pendence and the proclamation of the People’s Republic of China. At the Bandung 
Conference, Jawaharlal Nehru and Chou En-lai made a great show of their two coun-
tries’ friendship. However, those relations deteriorated precipitously in the late 1950s. 
To begin with, China secretly broke with Moscow, before publicly denouncing Soviet 
“revisionism”. Meanwhile, India – which had portrayed itself as a champion of the 
non-aligned movement – grew ever closer to the Soviet Union, a development that 
China perceived as part of a pincer movement directed against it.

In addition, when China seized Tibet in 1950, it condemned the border along the 
Himalayas, laid down in a 1914 Anglo-Tibetan treaty. In 1959, riots broke out in Tibet 
and were brutally put down by the Chinese army. The Dalai Lama – the Tibetans’ 
spiritual and temporal leader – fled with thousands of others over mountain passes. 
They were granted refuge in India and Nepal, a move that angered Peking.

From that point onwards, tensions between India and China rose steadily. 
Contesting the Sino-Indian border with increasing belligerence, Peking made demands 
of India that New Delhi – underestimating the military threat posed by its neighbour 
to the north – rejected out of hand.

On 20 October 1962, Chinese troops crossed the frontier and overwhelmed 
Indian troops in Ladakh, part of the state of Jammu and Kashmir, and in Assam and 
Arunachal Pradesh, two north-eastern states adjoining China, East Pakistan1 and 
Burma. The fighting lasted a month and despite dogged resistance, the Indian army 
could not prevent the Chinese from reaching the Assam plain, from which a number 
of avenues of advance lay open.

A month after the fighting began, China decided that it had proved its military 
point and proclaimed a ceasefire. It ordered a partial withdrawal of troops while holding 
on to Aksai Chin, in north-eastern Ladakh, a territory that China claimed.

This was an armed conflict between Asia’s two mightiest powers, yet it received 
relatively little global attention since it coincided with the Cuban Missile Crisis. 
Only two days after hostilities in the Himalayas erupted, US President John Kennedy 

1 Now Bangladesh.
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stunned the world by revealing the stationing of Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba. 
Kennedy said the missiles posed a threat to the entire North American continent and 
demanded their immediate dismantlement, while announcing a “quarantine” – a naval 
blockade – around the island. Soviet leader Nikita Krushchev rejected US demands 
and condemned the blockade as an act of aggression. International attention was riv-
eted on the Caribbean as the world held its breath, in terror of a third world war. The 
Sino-Indian War ended on 20 November – the very day Krushchev announced the 
withdrawal of the missiles from Cuba.

The Himalayan conflict involved major military engagements. In 30 days of heavy 
fighting, the Indian army lost some 6,000 men, killed or missing. Chinese losses are 
not known. The Chinese took over 2,000 Indian soldiers prisoner. Meanwhile, India 
interned some 2,000 Chinese nationals living in Assam. In addition, large numbers 
of Indian civilians fled the advance of Chinese forces.

It is a remarkable fact that, despite the serious armed violence between the two 
countries, diplomatic relations were maintained throughout.

ICRC action

Offer of services and initial visits to interned civilians

On 23 October, the ICRC sent telegrams to the National Societies of India and the 
People’s Republic of China. It declared itself ready to come to the aid of people affected 
by the conflict, in particular prisoners of war and interned civilians.

The Indian Red Cross Society immediately conveyed the government’s acceptance 
of this offer of services. André Durand, the ICRC’s delegate-general for Asia, arrived in 
New Delhi in mid-November. Durand, who was accompanied by the National Society’s 
secretary-general, was received by a defence ministry official. The official pointed out 
that India and China were maintaining diplomatic relations despite the hostilities and 
told Durand and the secretary-general that the Indian government viewed the Geneva 
Conventions – to which both countries were party – as applicable to the conflict.

Durand received permission to visit the 2,000 interned Chinese residents of Assam, 
which he did some weeks later at the Deoli camp in north-western India.

China left the ICRC’s offer unanswered.2

2 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 096: telegram from the ICRC to the National Societies of India and 
China, 23 October 1962; telegram from the Indian Red Cross to the ICRC, 26 October 1962. 
ICRC Annual Report 1962, pp. 22–23. IRRC, No. 528, December 1962, p. 658; No. 529, January 
1963, p. 15.
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60.  Sino–Indian War, December 1962. Evacuee camp, Mangaldoi, Assam. 
 © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P CIIN-E-00061)

61.  Sino–Indian War, 1962–1963. Chinese medical personnel carrying wounded Indian 
soldiers to Indian helicopter for repatriation.  © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P CIIN-E-00023)
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Joint ICRC/League funding appeal

In early December, the ICRC and the League of Red Cross Societies appealed for funds 
to help the interned Chinese civilians and civilians evacuated from combat zones. Many 
National Societies responded and the ICRC forwarded their donations – totaling Sfr 
200,000 – to the Indian Red Cross.

The Indian National Society was taking care of 15,000 displaced people in Assam. 
In December, André Durand visited the camps where these people were living. The hos-
tilities having ceased by then, many of them were preparing to return to their homes.3

Attempt to aid Indian personnel captured by Chinese forces

In mid-November, the Chinese Red Cross informed the Indian Red Cross of the cap-
ture of about 1,000 Indian soldiers. At the end of the year, China repatriated over 700 
wounded or sick Indian soldiers. At the same time, the Indian National Society received 
the first lists of names of prisoners, accounting for 1,131 of the soldiers captured. The 
Indian Red Cross sent the Chinese Red Cross parcels containing food and clothing 
for the prisoners.

Meanwhile, the ICRC made attempts to gain access to the Indian prisoners of war.4 
In early February 1963, the ICRC president sent a telegram to the Chinese foreign 
minister requesting permission – in accordance with the Third Geneva Convention to 
which, he reminded the minister, China was party – for a delegate to visit the Indian 
prisoners. He pointed out that the Indian authorities had allowed the ICRC to visit 
and distribute aid to Chinese civilian internees.

Eleven days later, the Chinese foreign minister replied, describing the measures 
taken by the Chinese side to ensure that the Indian prisoners were well treated. He 
added that all issues regarding the prisoners should be dealt with bilaterally by India 
and China, since diplomatic relations remained intact.5 Finally, he protested against 
the internment of Chinese civilians by India.

While noting with approval the information provided, the ICRC, in its reply, 
renewed its request to visit the prisoners of war.

In early April, the Chinese Red Cross announced Peking’s decision to release 
and repatriate all remaining Indian prisoners of war. The repatriation began a week 
later and continued at regular intervals under the auspices of the Chinese and Indian 
National Societies.6

3 ICRC Annual Report 1962, pp. 22–23. IRRC, No. 529, p. 16; No. 530, February 1963, p. 94.
4 ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 23. IRRC, locs cit.
5 Art. 5, para. 6, of Protocol I additional to the Geneva Conventions – which stipulates that “the 

maintenance of diplomatic relations between Parties to the conflict … is no obstacle to the desig-
nation of Protecting Powers for the purpose of applying the Conventions and this Protocol” – was 
adopted after the Sino-Indian conflict.

6 ICRC Annual Report 1963, pp. 26–28. IRRC, No. 534, June 1963, p. 294.
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Conclusion

This conflict mirrored others in Asia – Korea, Vietnam, Laos, etc. – insofar as the 
ICRC was unable to discharge its mandate or, indeed, to obtain the slightest cooper-
ation from a communist regime, while it received at least a modicum of cooperation 
from the other party – in this case India, which displayed full willingness to accept the 
organization’s services. On the other hand, in this war the belligerents maintained dip-
lomatic relations throughout and ultimately resolved the prisoner-of-war issue without 
the ICRC’s help.

The ICRC’s lack of involvement does not necessarily mean that there was a failure to 
respect humanitarian law in the Sino-Indian conflict. However, to the extent that it was 
complied with regarding prisoners of war, this occurred without ICRC participation. 
And it occurred in a bilateral context in which India was at a military disadvantage, 
its armed forces having been driven back and taken greater losses than the Chinese.

The ICRC’s task is to act as a neutral intermediary between belligerents. In this 
case it was reduced to asking the Indian Red Cross for copies of the lists of prisoners 
of war that the Indian National Society had received from the Chinese Red Cross. 
The ICRC’s dismissal by China was all the more flagrant as, for once, this was an 
international armed conflict between two States party to the Geneva Conventions 
(whether they maintained diplomatic relations or not).



Part V
Civil wars, internal disturbances 

and protecting political detainees

The ICRC was set up in 1863 to come to the aid of people affected by war. In that 
second half of the 19th century, one naturally thought first and foremost of wars 
between States. Nevertheless, during the 1876 revolt in the Ottoman province of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, the organization looked after people suffering the effects of the 
rebellion and the terrible repression that followed.1 In the years after the First World 
War, the ICRC took action not only in Russia – reeling from civil war2 – but also 
in connection with the internal disturbances in Hungary (1919), the Irish Free State 
(1922–1923), Poland (1924) and Montenegro (1924).3

The ICRC considered internal disturbances to be situations that could easily lead 
to outright armed conflict, though sometimes they were also part of its aftermath. 
Moreover, it saw in political detainees the victims of a form of political violence: they 

1 Bulletin international des Sociétés de la Croix-Rouge, No. 25, January 1876, pp. 1–4. F. Bugnion, 
The International Committee of the Red Cross and the Protection of War Victims, ICRC, Geneva / 
Macmillan, Oxford, 2003, pp. 247–248.

2 Bugnion, pp. 250–258. A. Durand, History of the International Committee of the Red Cross: From 
Sarajevo to Hiroshima, Henry Dunant Institute / ICRC, Geneva, 1984, pp. 97–108. J. Moreillon, 
Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et la protection des détenus politiques, Éditions L’Âge 
d’Homme, Lausanne / Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1973, pp. 44–47, 65–72.

3 Durand, pp. 123–138, 216–221, 225–236. Moreillon, pp. 47–52, 72–83. To the authors’ knowledge, 
humanitarian law at the time (1956–1965) did not define what constituted “internal disturbances” 
or “internal tensions”. Generally, internal disturbances are characterized by riots, other isolated and 
sporadic acts of violence, or similar phenomena. Despite the absence of armed conflict in the strict 
sense of the term, there are nonetheless domestic confrontations of a serious nature that involve acts 
of violence, and authorities may deploy large-scale police forces, or even the armed forces, to restore 
order. Internal tensions – sometimes the aftermath of internal disturbances or civil war – are con-
stituted by serious tensions (political, religious, racial, social, etc.) that may involve the suspension of 
legal protections, implementation of emergency measures, restriction of individual liberties, intern-
ment mandated by the State, or other such actions. As the ICRC summarized it in 1977, “internal 
disturbances exist when, in the absence of an armed conflict, the State uses armed force to maintain 
order; internal tensions exist when, in the absence of internal disturbances, force is employed as a 
preventive measure to maintain respect for law and order” (ICRC, The ICRC, the League and the 
Tansley Report: Considerations of the International Committee of the Red Cross and of the League of 
Red Cross Societies on the Final Report on the Reappraisal of the Role of the Red Cross, ICRC, Geneva, 
1977, p. 34; submitted to the 23rd International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, 
held in Bucharest in October 1977).
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were helpless in the face of an arbitrary power that felt they had defied it. The ICRC 
never commented on the grounds for their detention but it did its best to ensure 
they were treated with at least a modicum of humanity. Resolution XIV of the 10th 
International Conference of the Red Cross (Geneva, 1921) encouraged the ICRC to 
take action in connection with both civil wars and internal disturbances.4

The Statutes of the International Red Cross – adopted by the 13th Conference 
(The Hague, 1928) and revised by the 18th Conference (Toronto, 1952) – expressly 
recognized the act of coming to the aid of people affected by internal disturbances as 
part of the ICRC’s mandate. Paragraph 5 of Article 6 stipulates the following: “As 
an international institution whose humanitarian work is carried out in time of war, 
civil war or internal strife, it endeavours at all times to ensure the protection of and 
assistance to military and civilian victims of such conflicts and of their direct results.”5

Following the Second World War, the ICRC renewed its efforts to help people 
affected by internal disturbances, particularly political detainees. It was encouraged in 
this by the growing worldwide realization that these people needed greater protection. 
This awareness was nurtured by the UN General Assembly’s adoption in 1948 of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It was also promoted by the initiatives of the 
new ICRC president, Paul Ruegger.

The ICRC offered its services regarding political detainees to the governments of 
Argentina, Bolivia, Burma, China, Costa Rica, Egypt, Greece, Guatemala, Morocco, 
Paraguay, Spain, Syria, Tunisia and Venezuela.6

At the same time, the organization pondered the best policy it could adopt in this 
realm. In 1953 it formed a group of experts to study various ways of aiding political 
detainees and, in 1955, a group of experts to study the broader issue of how best to 
apply humanitarian principles to internal disturbances.7

Both groups of experts discouraged the ICRC from advocating a special convention 
applicable to internal disturbances generally and political detainees in particular. That 
said, basing themselves on relevant resolutions of the International Conference of 
the Red Cross, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and common Article 3, 
the experts accepted unreservedly that the humanitarian guarantees set out in the 

4 ICRC, Dixième Conférence internationale de la Croix-Rouge tenue à Genève du 30 mars au 7 avril 
1921: Compte rendu, ICRC, Geneva, 1921, pp. 157–164, 65–67, 189, 201, 217–218. Bugnion, 
pp. 258–262. Durand, pp. 195–200.

5 ICRC, 18th International Red Cross Conference: Toronto, July–August 1952: Proceedings, ICRC, 
Geneva, 1952, pp. 161–164.

6 Catherine Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross, 1945 to 1955, ICRC and Georg Editeur, Geneva, 2017, pp. 539–658.

7 ICRC, Commission of Experts for the Examination of the Question of Assistance to Political Detainees 
(Geneva, June 9–11, 1953), ICRC, Geneva, 1953. ICRC, Commission of Experts for the Study of 
the Question of the Application of Humanitarian Principles in the Event of Internal Disturbances 
(Geneva, October 3–8, 1955), ICRC, Geneva, 1955. ICRC, Report on the Work of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (January 1 to December 31, 1953), ICRC, Geneva, 1954, pp. 84–91. 
ICRC Annual report 1955, ICRC, Geneva, 1956, pp. 75–80. Moreillon, pp. 118–126, 136–140. 
Rey-Schyrr, pp. 279–290.
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Fourth Geneva Convention were applicable to people affected by internal disturbances 
and to political detainees. Both groups of experts encouraged the ICRC to pursue its 
efforts to help these categories of people by basing its activities on the Statutes of the 
International Red Cross and on the right of humanitarian initiative conferred upon 
it by the Geneva Conventions.8

It was on this basis, then, that the ICRC endeavoured to come to the aid of people 
affected by the conflicts that erupted in Lebanon in 1958, in Iraq in 1959, in Indonesia 
from 1957 to 1965, and in Ireland from 1957 to 1961.

8 Common Article 3 and Articles 9, 9, 9 and 10 respectively of the First, Second, Third and Fourth 
Geneva Conventions.





Lebanon 
(1958)

A country torn

A mountainous country facing the Mediterranean and the West, Lebanon has over 
the centuries served as a refuge for minorities: Maronite and Orthodox Christians, 
Shiite Muslims, Druze, Alawis, etc. It has often been cited as an example of successful 
coexistence between different communities, but it has also often been racked by sudden 
explosions of violence.

Lebanon became an Ottoman province in 1516. In the early 17th century, the 
specific composition of its population earned it a measure of autonomy. Following the 
First World War, the League of Nations assigned France a mandate for Lebanon and 
neighbouring Syria,1 but the German invasion of France in 1940 put an end to French 
influence in the Levant. The Vichy-appointed authorities in Beirut were removed by the 
Free French, and de Gaulle placed General Georges Catroux in charge of the French 
mandate in the Middle East. In 1941 Catroux announced the imminence of Lebanese 
independence, which was formally proclaimed in late 1943. The new country’s consti-
tution divided power along communal lines. The framers based the system on the last 
census, which had been carried out in 1932, even though the demographic situation 
had changed in the intervening years owing to emigration, immigration and differing 
birth rates among Lebanon’s constituent communities. The stability of “the Switzerland 
of the Middle East” would prove fragile indeed.

The precarious balancing act required for a cohesive Lebanese society was badly 
jarred by the 1948 Arab–Israeli War, which forced tens of thousands of Palestinians 
to seek refuge in the country. Because it was feared that they might further undermine 
inter-communal stability, the new arrivals were gathered into camps in the south, rather 

1 Article 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations declared that the administration of those col-
onies and territories of the former Central Powers that were “inhabited by peoples not yet able to 
stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern world” should be shouldered by 
“advanced nations who by reason of their resources, their experience or their geographical position 
can best undertake this responsibility”. By means of this provision – which applied in particular to 
the former Ottoman territories – France was awarded mandates for Syria and Lebanon, while the 
United Kingdom obtained mandates for Palestine, Transjordan and Iraq. In reality, however, well 
before the Covenant was adopted, France and the United Kingdom had already secretly divided up 
the Ottoman Empire in the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 16 May 1916.
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than being allowed to integrate into Lebanese society. Peaceful coexistence between 
Christians and Muslims became increasingly difficult, and clashes regularly occurred 
on the Lebanon-Israel border.

Beginning in 1956, Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser endeavoured to gain 
the support of all the Arab States in his struggle against Israel. While Syria joined the 
cause, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon and Saudi Arabia aligned themselves with the United 
States to resist the expanding influence of the Soviet Union and its allies in the region.

Meanwhile tensions were growing in Lebanon, and clashes between Muslims and 
Christians becoming a regular occurrence. With the political pre-eminence of the 
Maronite Christians under increasing challenge, President Camille Chamoun declared 
a state of emergency in mid-1957. Elections a week later gave Chamoun a significant 
majority while being condemned as invalid by the opposition. A series of bomb attacks 
followed; the government suspended press freedoms and carried out large-scale police 
raids and mass arrests.

In February 1958, Egypt and Syria were formally merged into the United Arab 
Republic. Nasser travelled to Damascus, where he was cheered by thousands of 
Lebanese Muslims. Terrorist attacks increased in Lebanon and there were riots in 
Zgharta, Beirut and Tyre. Pierre Gemayel, whose Phalangist Party supported the 
Chamoun government, set up “self-defence” forces that fought side by side with the 
exclusively Christian-led Lebanese army.

In May, Nassib Matni, owner and editor-in-chief of the daily Le Télégraphe, was 
murdered after writing scathingly about Chamoun. The opposition called for a general 
strike and tools were downed across the country.

Riots broke out in Tripoli and the rebellion spread throughout the city. Bridges 
were blown up and Tripoli cut off from the rest of the country and turned into a rebel 
stronghold. The next day the riots spread to Beirut and the opposition took over the 
Muslim neighbourhood of Basta. In the days that followed, the rebellion swept Sidon, 
Tyre and the Bekaa valley. Troops led by General Fuad Chebab clashed with the rebels 
near Tripoli and Sidon, and in the Bekaa.

In early June, the rebels took Baalbek. The opposition carved out six areas of influ-
ence in Lebanon that amounted to fiefdoms headed by the most powerful figure in 
each. The rebels, totalling 12,000 men, now controlled some 40% of the territory.

In late June, President Chamoun reached an agreement with Rashid Karami, who 
controlled Tripoli and much of the north. In July, the Lebanese army went on the 
offensive against the other rebels and made a number of advances. However, a coup in 
mid-July toppled the Iraqi government and brought to power a pro-Nasser regime, an 
event that alarmed Lebanon’s rulers. Chamoun asked the United States to send troops 
and within 24 hours US Marines came ashore and took up positions in Tripoli, Sidon, 
Beirut itself, and several places in the Bekaa.

At the end of July, General Chehab was elected president of Lebanon and the rebels 
began to lay down their weapons. Rashid Karami was named prime minister. However, 
the government he formed contained no members of Pierre Gemayel’s party. Gemayel 
responded by ordering a “counter-revolution”; and disturbances returned to Beirut.
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Over August and September the troubles spread throughout three-quarters of the 
country. Ultimately, in October, Gemayel and Karami met and agreed to reshuffle 
the government, which would henceforth comprise two Sunnis and two Maronites. 
Gemayel’s rebellion ended. The last US personnel left Lebanon in December.

ICRC action
Beirut delegation

In 1956, the ICRC opened a delegation in Beirut that covered the entire Middle East 
(what today would be called a “regional delegation”). The head of the delegation was 
David de Traz, former deputy executive director of the ICRC. So by the time strife 
erupted in Lebanon in early 1958, de Traz was well acquainted with the country’s 
various milieux.

As soon as the insurrection began, de Traz reminded government authorities, the 
Lebanese Red Cross Society and Phalangist head Pierre Gemayel of the humanitarian 
principles set out in common Article 3. He then undertook a tour of the country.2

Visit to Tripoli

After notifying the Lebanese army of his intentions, de Traz travelled in mid-June north 
to Tripoli, where the fighting had been particularly bloody. He was accompanied by 
two members of the opposition to the Beirut government. He met with Rashid Karami 
and drew his attention to common Article 3. Following this visit, the ICRC dispatched 
weekly shipments of medical supplies and food relief to Tripoli.

In addition, the delegation endeavoured to send relief to the province of Akkar, a 
forbiddingly rugged, mountainous area in the far north where some bridges had been 
blown up. Transporting goods was perilous as well, because the roads had been mined. 
The ICRC nevertheless managed to take in several consignments of medical supplies.3

Visit to the Shouf and the Bekaa

A week later de Traz went to the district of Shouf and met with Kemal Jumblatt, who 
controlled the area. As elsewhere, de Traz stressed the importance of complying with 
common Article 3 and gave Jumblatt a copy of the Geneva Conventions. He discovered 

2 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 115, notes from David de Traz to the ICRC, 5 June 1958, 16 June 1958, 
and 1 July 1958. ICRC Annual Report 1957, p. 20. ICRC Annual Report 1958, pp. 13–14. IRRC, 
No. 475, July 1958, pp. 161–162, 169–170; No. 476, August 1958, pp. 183–184.

3 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 115, note from David de Traz to the ICRC, 20 June 1958. ICRC Annual 
Report 1958, p. 15. IRRC, No. 476, August 1958, p. 184.



 lebanon (1958) 371

63.  Lebanon, June 1958. Moving in equipment for an operating room in Moukhtara. 
 © ICRC/David de Traz (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P LB-E-01052)

64.  Lebanon, July 1958. ICRC truck transporting flour being inspected at checkpoint 
near Tripoli.  © ICRC/Raymond Courvoisier (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P LB-E-01058)
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that the area had no hospital. A local doctor had improvised an operating room in the 
school in Moukhtara, the village where Jumblatt had his villa and command post. 
The doctor was obliged to operate on a kitchen table without anaesthetic. The ICRC 
supplied the means to equip a proper operating room with adequate medicines. It also 
supplied an X-ray machine and an ambulance.

In the Bekaa, people had also improvised an infirmary in a village 30 km north 
of Baalbek. The ICRC sent blood-transfusion equipment and other medical supplies, 
and food.4

Visit to Tyre and Sidon

When de Traz went to Tyre in late July, the rebels were holding the old town, which 
was situated on a peninsula into the Mediterranean. However, government forces 
controlled all avenues of access. Heavy fighting went on for 16 days. When de Traz 
was there, he persuaded the army officer in command to open the lines twice a week 
to allow an ambulance and doctor to pass. The ICRC also obtained permission for 
regular relief distributions to the inhabitants of the old town, otherwise completely 
cut off from the outside world.

A similar situation reigned in Sidon: the rebels were holding out in the old town. 
There too the ICRC arranged relief for the residents.5

Action regarding hostages

When hostilities commenced, both sides began arresting people from the other side 
at random and holding them as hostages. David de Traz approached the commanders 
responsible and urged them to put an end to this practice. He was supported in this 
by Henri Pharaon, the former foreign minister and famous throughout Lebanon. An 
agreement was reached on 25 July that led to the release of all hostages and an under-
taking by all clans to stop abducting people.6

4 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 115, notes from David de Traz to the ICRC, 20 June 1958 and 26 June 
1958. ICRC Annual Report 1958, pp. 14–15.

5 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 115, note from David de Traz to the ICRC, 29 July 1958. ICRC Annual 
Report 1958, pp. 13–15. IRRC, No. 480, December 1958, p. 261.

6 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 115, note from David de Traz to the ICRC, 28 July 1958.
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Conflict ends

De Traz travelled to Geneva in October to report on his work in connection with the 
conflict. When he returned to Beirut the following month, the situation had stabilized. 
He resumed his duties as head of the regional delegation.7

Conclusion

The ICRC’s Beirut-based delegate responsible for covering the Middle East had been 
in his post for almost two years when fighting erupted; he was therefore able to take 
action quickly by dealing with leading figures who knew and trusted him. What David 
de Traz achieved demonstrated the value of ensuring a lasting ICRC presence in con-
flict-prone areas.

Despite this, the ICRC closed the Beirut delegation in 1960, only to reopen it in 
1967, prompted by the Six-Day War. It has maintained that presence ever since. It was 
during the civil war that lasted from 1975 to 1990 that the organization carried out its 
most extensive operation, which involved assistance and protection activities.

7 ICRC Archives, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 2 October 1958. ICRC press 
release No. 661, 18 November 1958.





Iraq 
(1959)

The army seizes power

The cradle of the ancient Mesopotamian civilization, the territory today constituting 
Iraq, reached its historical zenith under the Abassid Caliphates (740–1055), when 
Baghdad was the capital of a vast Arabo-Muslim empire stretching from the Indus 
River to the Atlantic Ocean.

In 1055, Iraq came under the rule of the Turko-Persian Seljuk Empire and in 1534 
became a province of the Ottoman Empire. Since the Ottomans entered the First 
World War on the side of the Central Powers, the British army ultimately occupied 
Iraq after a difficult and bloody campaign.

Following the war, the British arranged for the League of Nations to assign them 
a mandate over Iraq. In 1921, they enthroned King Faisal I, son of Hussein bin Ali, 
the Grand Sharif of Mecca, who had led the Arab revolt against the Ottomans. But 
Iraqis did not accept British domination and an insurrection spread throughout the 
territory. Under the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty of 1930, London granted Iraq independence, 
and the new country joined the League of Nations in 1932.

In the 1950s, with King Faisal II now on the throne, Iraq became a centre of 
Western presence in the Middle East. In 1955, this role was enshrined in the US-
backed Baghdad Pact, which made allies of Iran, Iraq, Turkey and Britain. While the 
pact seemed primarily directed at the Soviet Union, it was also intended as a bulwark 
against the pan-Arab dreams and influence of Gamal Abdel Nasser. In any case it did 
nothing to prevent the rise of Arab nationalism, in Iraq as elsewhere, or to soothe the 
tensions exacerbated by the bitter memory of Arab defeat by Israel, followed by the 
Suez conflict.

In the early hours of 14 July 1958, Colonel Abd al-Salam Aref set off with some 
50 soldiers in armoured vehicles and captured Baghdad’s radio station and main post 
office. Two hours later, about 20 soldiers in jeeps pulled up in front of the royal palace. 
They took King Faisal II and his family into the garden and shot them.

At the end of the morning, General Abd al-Karim Kassem arrived in Baghdad, 
where a “Revolutionary Council” had been formed. Kassem became prime minister 
and minister of defence. He had rivals, however, who sought Iraq’s absorption into the 
United Arab Republic. In early March 1959, Colonel Abd al-Wahab al-Shawaf seized 
the northern city of Mosul and arrested all military personnel and civilians loyal to 
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General Kassem. But the revolt failed to spread beyond Mosul and Kassem struck 
back immediately, having the air force bomb rebel positions. His people’s militias, 
backed by Kurdish irregulars, then attacked and killed the rebels, including al-Shawaf. 
Over the next few months, Kassem ordered mass arrests and executed al-Shawaf ’s 
principal supporters.

ICRC twice fails in bid to take action

When Colonel al-Shawaf launched his mutiny in March 1959 and the fighting started 
in Mosul, the ICRC asked its Beirut-based regional delegate, David de Traz, to con-
tact the Iraqi Red Crescent and inquire about its needs. But Iraq was expelling jour-
nalists and issuing no entry visas. In May, de Traz met the new Iraqi ambassador to 
Lebanon. He explained to him in detail the ICRC’s activities and soon obtained a visa. 
In Baghdad he met with the foreign minister and Red Crescent leaders. In response 
to inquiries about the possibility of ICRC visits, both told him that tensions were 
running too high in the country at the moment for this to be possible. However, the 
foreign minister hinted that an opportunity for ICRC action could conceivably arise. 
De Traz therefore decided to return to Baghdad several weeks later.1

However, his second mission, in July, was as fruitless as the first. In March 1960, a 
seriously ill David de Traz had to return to Geneva. Thereupon the ICRC closed the 
Beirut delegation – after only four years of existence.2

Conclusion

The 1959 Iraqi civil war was one of the rare cases in which, despite two visits by a 
top-level delegate, the ICRC proved unable to carry out any action at all in behalf of 
people affected by a conflict. The fact that de Traz had to return to Geneva and that 
the ICRC of the day was unable to replace him owing to a lack of sufficiently experi-
enced delegates probably explains why the organization was unable to take action in 
Iraq once the situation there stabilized.

Despite Iraq’s troubled history, the ICRC had to wait until 1980 and the Iran-Iraq 
War to be able to open a delegation in Iraq. Nor has it left since, except temporarily 
after a bomb attack caused death and destruction at its delegation in 2003.

1 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 098: note from Jean de Preux to David de Traz, 20 March 1959; note 
from David de Traz, 31 March 1959; note from David de Traz to the ICRC, 11 May 1959; three 
notes from David de Traz to the ICRC, 20 May 1959.

2 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 098: letter from David de Traz to ICRC president, 11 July 1959; letter 
from Roger Gallopin to David de Traz, 13 January 1960.





Indonesia 
(1957–1965)

An archipelago virtually the size of a continent, Indonesia began centuries ago to 
be rocked by the trade currents that run from the Indian Ocean to Chinese waters. 
Almost two millennia ago, Indian traders and missionaries introduced Hinduism and 
Buddhism to what is today Indonesia. This led to the development of the islands’ first 
civilization, based on Indian-style kingdoms. It lasted a thousand years. Islam entered 
the picture at the beginning in the eighth century, through Arab traders who stopped 
at Indonesian ports on their way to southern. By 1400, it had begun to exercise an 
overwhelming influence on the future of Indonesia.

The islands were soon the scene of rivalry between European countries. Anxious to 
control the main source of spices, Portugal, Spain, Britain, France and the Netherlands 
vied to establish trading posts in the Malay Archipelago. The Dutch ultimately pre-
vailed in a huge group of islands where the Indian-influenced kingdoms had by now 
been replaced by Muslim sultanates.

Driven out of India and Ceylon by the British, the Dutch gained a foothold on 
Java in 1609 and founded Batavia.1 They gradually seized control of the archipelago, 
from Sumatra to western New Guinea (Irian Jaya), and imposed a single administrative 
structure and a single language: Bahasa Indonesia. However, Dutch seizure of land, the 
tax burden, forced labour in mines and on plantations, as well as other excesses sparked 
the birth of a national consciousness that was further nurtured by Japan’s victory over 
Russia in 1905, the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, the overthrow of China’s last 
imperial dynasty in 1911, and the 1917 Russian Revolution.

At the same time as they were attacking Pearl Harbor, Japanese forces based in 
Thailand, French Indochina and China attacked and took British Malaya, and moved 
south and captured Singapore; then they continued into the Dutch East Indies, landing 
in Java in late February 1942 and, within 10 days, were masters of the entire colony. The 
Netherlands was under German occupation and the government, in exile in London, 
was helpless to do anything about it.

Anxious to exploit the archipelago’s resources for its war effort, Japan immediately 
deposed and interned Dutch colonial administrators and endeavoured to create the 
impression that Indonesia was now being run by nationalist leaders. However, the 
nationalists were quick to realize that the Japanese were serving their own interests and 

1 Now Jakarta, capital of Indonesia.
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had no intention of bringing about real independence. Relations between the Japanese 
military rulers and the nationalists were thus rife with ambiguity. Under the guise of 
acting as a propaganda tool, independence leader Sukarno, released from prison by 
the Japanese, toured the country and made use of the communication opportunities 
offered by the occupiers to spread the message of nationalism.

Sensing the war’s tide turning against it, Japan promised in September 1944 to 
recognize Indonesian independence. The nationalists were meanwhile preparing to 
declare independence and seize power. A mere 48 hours after Japan surrendered in 
August 1945, Sukarno declared Indonesia independent. A constitution was adopted 
the next day and Sukarno became president.

Like the French in Indochina, however, the post-war Netherlands had no intention 
of giving up its colony. A long conflict ensued, occasionally interrupted by ceasefires. 
Ultimately, under both Soviet and US pressure, the Netherlands agreed to Indonesian 
independence. In late 1949, a conference of the belligerents in The Hague reached an 
agreement for transferring power to the Republic of the United States of Indonesia, a 
short-lived construct that became the Republic of Indonesia the following year.

The challenges awaiting the new rulers were immense: ensuring unity in an archi-
pelago made up of over 17,000 islands inhabited by populations of great centrifugal 
diversity (a problem particularly in the Moluccas), and dealing with social tensions 
resulting from tremendous inequality. In addition, relations with the former colonial 
power were in a bad way, largely owing to the nationalization of the property of Dutch 
nationals and the question of Irian Jaya, which Indonesia claimed on the grounds that 
it had belonged to the Dutch East Indies. The Netherlands opposed its incorporation 
in Indonesia because its population was ethnically so different from that of the rest 
of the country.

The ICRC was able to take limited action during the 1945–1949 independence 
conflict and the South Moluccas rebellion (1950–1952).2 Thus the country was not 
totally unknown to it when new troubles erupted in early 1958.

Rebellions and international strife

The 1957 elections were marked by the success of the Communist Party, which 
was in President Sukarno’s coalition government. However, the two other coalition 
members – the Muslim Party and the Social Democratic Party – rejected what they 
considered the government’s swerve to the left. In early 1958 they sparked an armed 
revolt. But the military intervened and crushed the uprising, thus both confirming 
Sukarno’s hold on power and positioning itself as an arbiter standing above party 
politics. Despite this, troubles continued in Sumatra and in Sulawesi, in north-
eastern Indonesia.

2 C. Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of the International Committee of the Red Cross, 
1945 to 1955, ICRC and Georg Editeur, Geneva, 2017, pp. 293–333.
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67.  Indonesia, 1958. Indonesian Red Cross helping old and ill Dutch people board a ship 
in Tanggal for repatriation.  © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P ID-E-00205)
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In 1960, diplomatic relations with the Netherlands were severed over Irian Jaya. 
After the UN recognized Indonesia’s sovereignty in 1963, diplomatic ties were restored.

Malaysia was established in 1963, bringing together the Malayan peninsula with 
Singapore, Sarawak and North Borneo.3 Sukarno opposed this and started a slow-sim-
mering conflict.

The Communist Party’s influence grew steadily throughout the early 1960s. 
Meanwhile, the military viewed itself as guarantor of traditional institutions. The 
stage was set for conflict, and this came in late 1965. Six generals were murdered. The 
military’s response was organized under General Suharto, who seized control of Jakarta. 
The ensuing repression of the Communist Party was ferocious, leaving hundreds of 
thousands of dead. Some of the victims were members of the large ethnic Chinese 
minority. Pogroms were launched, with the ethnic Chinese accused of controlling 
the country’s economy, supporting the Communist Party, and serving the interests of 
Mainland China.

ICRC action

Contact with the Indonesian Red Cross

In late 1957, on his way home from the International Conference of the Red Cross 
in New Delhi, William Michel went to Jakarta. The Indonesian Red Cross Society 
organized a series of visits for him to places in central Java, during which he met branch 
leaders, whom he informed about the New Delhi Conference, and government officials 
to whom he explained the ICRC’s work.4

Action to help Dutch nationals

At the end of the year, André Durand, the ICRC’s delegate-general for Asia, travelled 
to Indonesia to assess how best to repatriate Dutch nationals, whose property had been 
confiscated. Upon arrival he was received by the foreign minister and the head of the 
immigration office at the justice ministry, who did a great deal to facilitate this work.

Together with National Society officials, Durand went to various ports to witness 
the sailing of Dutch nationals. He observed that the Red Cross looked after children, 
the old and the infirm while customs formalities were being completed.5

However, a month later hostilities erupted in Sumatra and the Indonesian navy 
blockaded the ports, which had the effect of delaying the departure of the Dutch. 

3 The four South-East Asian States were former British Crown Colonies. Singapore and, later, Brunei 
would ultimately withdraw from the Federation.

4 RICR, Supplement, Vol. XI, No. 3, March 1958, pp. 65–66.
5 ICRC Annual Report 1958, pp. 23–24. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XI, No. 3, March 1958, pp. 77–78.
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When the fighting ended, the Indonesian Red Cross sent in relief consignments and 
in early May, Durand managed to reach Padang and then Indarung, where he made 
contact with Dutch people unable to leave. With the authorities’ consent, he found 
transport that enabled them to leave the island.

At the same time, fighting broke out in Sulawesi. The ports were bombed and the 
National Society succeeded in evacuating 300 mostly Dutch women and children by 
ship to Jakarta.

By the end of June, most Dutch people had left Indonesia for the Netherlands. 
Durand’s mission to the country ended the following month.6

Relief for people affected by fighting

Many civilians’ lives were severely disrupted by the fighting in Sumatra and Sulawesi. 
In late 1958, the ICRC shipped 15 tonnes of soap to the Indonesian Red Cross from 
the French port of Marseilles. It also transferred US$ 3,000 to the National Society 
for purchasing relief supplies. The money was spent on 10,000 metres of cloth and 
6,000 cans of condensed and sweetened milk. This was ordered abroad and arrived 
in early 1959.7

The fighting that shook Sulawesi in mid-1958 forced over 600,000 people to flee 
their homes. Sumatra also remained unsettled: rebels were in control of several parts 
of the island. The ICRC launched a new relief effort, sending two tonnes of medical 
supplies.8 In early September, Jean-Pierre Schoenholzer arrived in Jakarta to organize 
the delivery of these supplies in Sumatra and Sulawesi. André Durand also went to 
Jakarta to introduce Schoenholzer to the authorities.

Schoenholzer proceeded to Sumatra in the company of the National Society’s 
former president. To the ICRC’s disappointment, he was not allowed to enter rebel-held 
areas to distribute the medical supplies. All he could do was hand some of the supplies 
intended for Sumatra over to rebels at the fringes of the areas under their control.

He gave another part of the batch of supplies to the Indonesian Red Cross chapter 
in Padang to distribute locally, especially to the 1,500 displaced people living in a camp 
outside the town and to people who were hospitalized. Finally, he travelled to northern 
Sumatra and distributed the rest of the supplies to local National Society chapters.

In mid-October, still in the company of the former National Society president, 
Schoenholzer arrived in Manado, in northern Sulawesi, where fighting had caused 
widespread destruction. He visited seven reception centres for displaced people and 
distributed medical supplies both there and in a hospital.

6 ICRC Annual Report 1958, pp. 23–24. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XI, No. 7, July 1958, pp. 160–161.
7 ICRC Annual Report 1958, p. 24. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XI, No. 12, December 1958, p. 260; RICR, 

Supplement, Vol. XII, No. 4, April 1959, p. 83.
8 Some of the medicines had been donated by the National Societies of West Germany, Australia, and 

the Netherlands, while the rest had been purchased with the ICRC’s own funds.
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At the same time, the League of Red Cross Societies appealed to the world’s 
National Societies to aid the 600,000 people in Sulawesi forced to flee their homes 
and now living in camps.9

Schoenholzer eventually returned to Geneva in December 1959. Seven months 
later, the ICRC dispatched to the Indonesian Red Cross bandaging supplies worth 
Sfr 6,000 for distribution to the hospitals visited by him.10

New action for Dutch nationals

In August 1960, Indonesia and the Netherlands severed diplomatic relations owing 
to bitter differences over Irian Jaya. The Hague thereupon asked Great Britain, which 
had agreed to represent Dutch interests in Indonesia, to transfer on its behalf pensions 
and other benefits to its citizens there and to facilitate the repatriation of those wishing 
to leave. However, in March 1961, the Indonesian government ordered Great Britain 
to cease protecting the interests of Dutch nationals there, and stated its opposition to 
the naming of any third State to represent Dutch interests on its territory. This was in 
contravention of international norms.11

The Indonesian government assigned the Indonesian Red Cross the task of resolving 
matters of humanitarian concern arising from this change. At the same time, the Dutch 
government asked the ICRC to look after the interests, from a humanitarian perspec-
tive, of its nationals on Indonesian territory and suggested that the organization send 
a delegate there. The Indonesian government was willing to accept such ICRC action, 
provided that the organization worked closely with the National Society. It was the 
Indonesian Red Cross that had the task of transferring pensions and other benefits to 
Dutch nationals and facilitating their departure. The ICRC’s role was essentially to act 
as a liaison between the Dutch government and the Indonesian Red Cross.

Though the ICRC had regularly refused to act as substitute for a designated 
third State or to represent Dutch interests, it became obvious that Dutch nationals 
in Indonesia were being deprived of the protection provided by international norms. 
The tasks involved – while very modest – were nevertheless clearly those that would 
normally be carried out by a State.

In September 1961, the ICRC sent Pierre Vibert to Jakarta. He facilitated the 
transfer of benefits to Dutch nationals. The first transfer occurred in December. Other 

9 ICRC Annual Report 1959, pp. 23–25. RICR, Supplement, Vol. XII, No. 12, December 1959, p. 235.
10 RICR, Supplement, Vol. XII, No. 7, July 1960, p. 142.
11 According to Professor Philippe Cahier, “the Indonesian government’s order of April 1961 

demanding that the United Kingdom desist from representing Dutch interests in the country was 
legitimate. What was not, however, was the announcement that Indonesia would not allow those 
interests to be protected by any other State in the future. This was unprecedented in the annals of 
diplomacy and denoted a peculiar understanding of international relations.” (Le droit diplomatique 
contemporain, 2nd ed., Librairie Droz, Geneva, 1964, p. 138, available in French only).
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transfers were carried out in April and August 1962. In all, the ICRC and the Indonesian 
Red Cross transferred the equivalent of US$ 557,000 to some 800 beneficiaries.12

Dispute between the Netherlands and Indonesia over Irian Jaya

Dutch-Indonesian relations had been deteriorating over Irian Jaya since 1960, when, in 
January 1962, a confrontation between Indonesian and Dutch ships off New Guinea 
led to the capture of 52 Indonesian sailors. At the request of UN Secretary-General 
U Thant, the ICRC agreed to facilitate the release and repatriation of these prisoners. 
André Durand – who was then posted to Tokyo, where he was running the ICRC’s spe-
cial mission for the repatriation of Koreans living in Japan – went to Hollandia.13 There 
he visited the 52 prisoners. In March, he took the prisoners to Singapore, where they 
were met by Indonesian Red Cross representatives, who accompanied them to Jakarta.14

Conflict between Indonesia and Malaysia over Irian Jaya

In the wake of hostilities between Indonesian and Malaysian forces – referred to tact-
fully as a “confrontation” to avoid any mention of armed conflict – Durand travelled 
to Jakarta in November 1964. He met with Indonesian Red Cross leaders who asked 
him to help Indonesian prisoners held in Malaysia. He was also informed that the 
government had asked the National Society to teach the basic provisions of the Geneva 
Conventions to the volunteers engaged in hostilities against Malaysia.

Durand next went to Kuala Lumpur, where he was received by the prime minister 
and other government officials. They told him that in their view the events did not 
amount to an armed conflict and that the Geneva Conventions were therefore not 
applicable. They nevertheless permitted him to visit the Indonesian prisoners and to 
forward messages from them to their families, but were insistent that these Indonesians 
must not be considered prisoners in terms of the Conventions. Durand raised the 

12 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 097, report by André Durand on his mission to Indonesia, 6–20 July 
1961; reports by Pierre Vibert on his missions to Indonesia, 30 September–24 December 1961 and 
13 March–5 May 1962. ICRC Archives, dossier Gouvernement des Pays-Bas, no reference code, 
minutes from meetings between ICRC representatives and the Netherlands’ permanent mission 
to international organizations, 15 March 1961 and 10 April 1961 (in French only). ICRC Annual 
Report 1961, pp. 26–27. ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 25. ICRC Annual Report 1963, p. 25. IRRC, 
No. 517, January 1962, p. 34; No. 520, April 1962, p. 200; No. 521, May 1962, pp. 267–268; No. 522, 
June 1962, pp. 313–314; No. 525, September 1962, pp. 492–493; No. 530, February 1963, p. 95; 
No. 535, July 1963, p. 359; No. 536, August 1963, pp. 437–438. F. Bugnion, The International 
Committee of the Red Cross and the Protection of War Victims, ICRC, Geneva / Macmillan, Oxford, 
2003, p. 890.

13 Now Jayapura, capital of Indonesian Papua.
14 ICRC Annual Report 1962, pp. 24–26.
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subject of two Indonesian nationals condemned to death and was told that their exe-
cution had been postponed indefinitely.

Durand then travelled to Singapore, Sarawak and several other places in Malaysia 
to visit 11 prisons in which several hundred Indonesians were being held. He col-
lected some 200 letters sent by the Malaysian National Society to the ICRC delegation 
in Bangkok, which forwarded them to the Indonesian Red Cross for delivery to the 
addressees. At the same time, the Indonesian National Society dispatched parcels and 
mail to the prisoners through the ICRC delegation in Bangkok.15

Durand’s visits continued until the prisoners were released in early 1965.16

Conclusion

From late 1957 to early 1965, the ICRC worked in both Indonesia and Malaysia with 
support from the National Societies and authorities. The most prominent aspects of 
this work were largely activities undertaken in connection with international clashes 
between Indonesia and the former colonial power, and later Malaysia. The ICRC’s 
attempts to assist and protect people affected by internal conflicts in Sumatra and 
Sulawesi were frustrated, except in the matter of delivering relief.

The ICRC was unable to take action during the bloody events that followed these 
episodes, that is, the fierce repression of the Communist Party of Indonesia and the 
anti-Chinese pogroms, both of which took place after General Suharto’s coup d’etat 
of September 1965.

15 IRRC, No. 557, May 1965, p. 248.
16 ICRC Annual Report 1964, pp. 29–30. IRRC, No. 553, January 1965, p. 36; No. 554, February 1965, 

pp. 71–72; No. 555, March 1965, p. 132.





Ireland 
(1957–1961)

An island divided

Ireland and Great Britain are geographically close – forming an archipelago between 
the North Sea and the Atlantic – but divided by an often bitter shared history. While 
England was part of the Roman Empire for four centuries before the Saxons invaded, 
followed by the Normans, Ireland managed to resist invasion until the late 12th century, 
when a deposed Irish monarch made the imprudent move of appealing to England’s 
rulers. King Henry II took advantage of this by invading Ireland, staying only long 
enough to have himself declared the island’s king by local potentates and the Church. 
This first invasion set the stage for centuries of struggle.

Ferociously attached to their Celtic identity and independence, the Irish rejected 
English rule, and one expedition after another had to be sent to quell the various 
uprisings. After Henry VIII broke with the Roman Catholic Church in 1534, the inde-
pendence struggle was compounded by religious strife between the strongly Catholic 
Irish and the henceforth Protestant English.

In the 17th century, the troops of King James I and later of Oliver Cromwell ravaged 
Ireland and committed terrible massacres. In order to stifle any liberationist impulse, 
Cromwell sent tens of thousands of Protestant Scots to live in Ireland. Most of them 
settled in the north-eastern counties, which fundamentally changed the demographics 
of that part of the island.

A decisive battle was fought on the banks of the River Boyne in 1690. The Irish 
defeat led to the Treaty of Limerick, which ended five centuries of near-constant dis-
pute and placed Ireland squarely under English rule. While the Protestant minority 
stayed loyal to the crown, most people remained Catholic and independence-minded.

The Great Famine of 1846–1849 in Ireland, which killed over two million and 
forced a further million to emigrate, stoked the embers of Irish rebellion. The failure 
of British Prime Minister William Gladstone’s various “home rule” experiments pro-
voked a radicalization within independence circles and, when the First World War 
came, passive resistance gave way to armed struggle. On Easter Monday 1916, a group 
of rebels surprised everyone by taking control of Dublin, and the British Army unex-
pectedly required a whole week to retake the city. Violent repression followed and the 
leaders were executed, whereupon they were declared martyrs to the national cause.
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The break between Ireland and England was irreparable. The Irish Republican 
Army (IRA), set up in 1919 to counter the deployment of British troops, launched a 
fierce guerilla struggle involving bomb attacks and ambushes. Realizing that the cause 
was now lost, the British parliament adopted the Government of Ireland Act in late 
1920, granting the Irish their independence. Careful to protect the interests of the 
Protestant minority, it detached the six counties of Ulster in the north, which would 
continue to belong to the United Kingdom. Meanwhile a civil war erupted over what 
form Irish independence should take.

The unilateral decision by Westminster to partition the island met with agreement 
from neither the Catholic majority in the newly independent country nor from the 
Catholic minority in Northern Ireland. And that dissatisfaction brought periodic 
troubles on both sides of the new border.

Early ICRC action

In 1922 the ICRC approached the British Red Cross regarding protection of hospitals 
in Northern Ireland. It then offered its services to the Irish Free State regarding visits 
to political detainees. Following a series of misunderstandings, the ICRC was finally 
able to send two delegates to Dublin in 1923. They were allowed to visit four intern-
ment centres, though they were not permitted to speak with the detainees in private.1

Attacks stepped up in 1950s

To the great displeasure of the British government, the Irish Free State adopted a neu-
tral stance in the Second World War. In 1949, Dublin proclaimed the Irish Republic 
and severed its last ties with the British Commonwealth.

The IRA never accepted the island’s partition. In the 1950s the group carried out 
bomb attacks in Northern Ireland. These were stepped up in late 1956, resulting in 
the arrest of about 100 people.

To back its new campaign in the north, the IRA stole weapons across the border 
in the Republic. Police arrested about 100 people in July 1957 and the government 
issued decrees allowing it to intern without trial members of illegal organizations that 
threatened State security. It held them in an internment camp near Dublin. Which 
did nothing to stop IRA attacks north of the border.

1 ICRC, Rapport général du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge sur son activité de 1921 à 1923, 
ICRC, Geneva, 1923, pp. 76–77. A. Durand, History of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross: From Sarajevo to Hiroshima, Henry Dunant Institute/ICRC, Geneva, 1984, pp. 225–230. 
J. Moreillon, Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et la protection des détenus politiques, Éditions 
L’Âge d’Homme, Lausanne/Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1973, pp. 72–76. A. Quartier-la-
Tente, ‘Irish Free State: guerre civile, prisonniers et mission du CICR (1922–1924)’, unpublished 
monograph, March 2002.
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ICRC missions to the Republic and Northern Ireland

Learning of the arrests in Northern Ireland and the Republic, the ICRC decided to 
approach the British and Irish governments.2 William Michel took advantage of the 
1957 International Conference in New Delhi to sound out the president of the Irish 
Red Cross about the ICRC’s chances of making a successful offer of services in Dublin. 
She told him she thought it probable that the ICRC would receive permission to visit 
those arrested.3

And indeed, two months later the Irish Red Cross informed the ICRC that the 
defence minister, responsible for the internment camps, had given permission for ICRC 
delegates to visit those camps whenever they wished.4

Melchior Borsinger therefore travelled to Ireland in February 1958 and visited 
the camp near Dublin in which political internees were being held. He was allowed 
to speak in private with the internees’ representative. However, he was not allowed to 
visit sentenced political detainees being held in a neighbouring camp.5 On his return 
to Geneva, Borsinger drafted a report, proposing measures to improve the conditions 
of detention. The ICRC sent the report to the Dublin authorities.

In March, the ICRC informed the British Red Cross of its visit in Ireland, stressing 
the fact that political detainees were also being held in Northern Ireland.6 The National 
Society acknowledged receipt of this information but made no mention of the detainees 
in Northern Ireland.7

In late April, the ICRC sent the British Red Cross a copy of a letter it had just 
received from the Irish Red Cross. The Irish National Society asked the ICRC to 
forward to the British Red Cross a resolution by an Irish trade union calling on the 
country’s Red Cross to look into allegations of ill-treatment being inflicted on political 
detainees in Belfast. The ICRC took this opportunity to ask the British Red Cross 
what it thought of the ICRC’s chances of receiving permission to visit those detainees.8

In early June, the British Red Cross informed the ICRC that it had forwarded its 
April letter to the authorities in Northern Ireland. It added the following:

2 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 100-001, internal note by Jean-Pierre Maunoir, head of section (ICRC 
Executive Division), for the attention of the ICRC Presidential Council, 8 October 1957.

3 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 100-001, letter from William Michel to the ICRC, 8 November 1957.
4 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 100-001, letter from Irish Red Cross Chairwoman Leslie Barry to ICRC 

President Léopold Boissier, 9 December 1957.
5 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 100-001, mission report by Melchior Borsinger, 22 April 1958.
6 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 100-001, letter from ICRC President Léopold Boissier to British Red 

Cross Vice- Chairman Angela Limerick, 11 March 1958.
7 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 100-001, letter from British Red Cross Vice-Chairman Angela Limerick 

to ICRC President Léopold Boissier, 25 March 1958.
8 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 100-001, letter from ICRC Executive Director Roger Gallopin to British 

Red Cross Vice-Chairman Angela Limerick, 30 April 1958. ICRC Archives, B AG 225 52, letter 
from Irish Red Cross General Secretary J. A. Sweeney to ICRC President Léopold Boissier, 23 April 
1958.
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In communicating the International Committee’s offer to the Government of Northern 
Ireland we explained that to permit a visit would not be an admission that the Geneva 
Conventions, and in particular the P.O.W. Convention, applied; and that the International 
Committee would be only concerned to ensure themselves that the detainees were being 
treated in accordance with humanitarian principles. We sent the government the enclosed 
copy extract of the ICRC Revue of January 1956 about the ICRC mission to Cyprus.

The Government of Northern Ireland have now informed us that they would be prepared 
to permit representatives of the International Committee to visit the internees and to make 
a report on the lines that we suggested above.

The Minister of Home Affairs of the Northern Ireland Government does not desire to attach 
any conditions to the visit by the International Committee. But he asks for an assurance 
that any subsequent report would clearly indicate that the investigation was undertaken 
solely to verify that the treatment internees receive is in accordance with humanitarian 
principles and that the enquiry involved no implication that the Geneva Convention applies 
to the internees.9

Melchior Borsinger therefore travelled later that month to Northern Ireland, where 
he visited the political detainees – both sentenced and awaiting trial – being held in 
Belfast. The ICRC sent the British authorities the resulting report and suggested that 
it visit again in future. The authorities agreed to this suggestion but asked the ICRC 
not to publicize the June visit.10

In January 1959, therefore, the ICRC asked the authorities in Belfast for permis-
sion to conduct a fresh visit to the prison in Belfast. Permission was granted and the 
visit scheduled for May. However, Borsinger was unable to go in May. In July, J. B. 
O’Neill, his contact at the Home Office, informed him that the situation was now 
totally calm.11

Eventually, however, after receiving an appeal from an Irish national regarding 
the political detainees held in Belfast, the ICRC recontacted the British Red Cross 
with a view to a new visit. But the National Society replied that there were no longer 
any political detainees in Northern Ireland. There were only 58 prisoners convicted 
of serious crimes and 12 of these were to be released in the following two weeks. 
According to the British Red Cross, the fact that these prisoners had been visited the 
previous year did not constitute a precedent because that had been done to compare 
their conditions of detention with those of the political detainees awaiting trial in the 

9 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 173-001, letter from British Red Cross Secretary-General F.H.D. 
Pritchard to ICRC Executive Director Roger Gallopin, 5 June 1958.

10 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 173-001, letter from the ICRC to the Home Affairs Ministry, Belfast, 
4 August 1958; letter from the Home Affairs Ministry to the ICRC, 2 September 1958.

11 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 173-001, letter from the ICRC to the Home Affairs Ministry, 30 January 
1959; letter from the Home Affairs Ministry to the ICRC, 3 February 1959; letter from the ICRC 
to the Home Affairs Ministry, 2 July 1959; letter from the Home Affairs Ministry to the ICRC, 
8 July 1959.
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same prison. The National Society informed the ICRC that the British authorities 
did not wish it to visit the sentenced detainees.12

The ICRC did not want to make a major issue of this failure to obtain permis-
sion. Nevertheless, it made the following points in its reply. It reminded the British 
Red Cross that it visited convicted prisoners in a number of countries and that it had 
requested this same access in Northern Ireland because, as a purely humanitarian 
organization, it did not feel entitled to draw a distinction between those detained 
for acts against the established order and those detained for a purely political stance.

“In our view,” it wrote, “it makes little difference whether political prisoners whom 
we visit are merely accused or indicted or already convicted, or whether they are under 
administrative internment, provided [the acts for which they have been detained are] 
of a political nature or [have] political motives.” The ICRC therefore did not consider 
it to be its task to take into account whether or not the grounds for detention consti-
tuted a breach of penal law.

That said, the ICRC continued, it certainly had no reason to concern itself with 
penal-law prisoners whose offences had no underlying political motives. And to the 
extent that it wished to visit convicted prisoners, this was merely to ascertain their 
conditions of detention. It was concerned in no way whatsoever by the actual admin-
istration of justice, which was the exclusive purview of the State.13

The British Red Cross replied that, in its view, the ICRC was going beyond the 
confines of its mandate by endeavouring to visit people convicted of offences under a 
State’s criminal law. To this the ICRC responded that the spirit in which its offer had 
been made was the same as that in which it took any action to aid people in connection 
with armed conflict, or with civil war or other internal strife.14

This exchange of correspondence marked the end of the ICRC’s second period of 
activity in Ireland. It would not return until 1971.

12 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 173-001, letter from ICRC Director for General Affairs Jean Pictet to 
British Red Cross Deputy Chairwoman Angela Limerick, 3 July 1961. ICRC Archives, B AG 225 
52, letter from British Red Cross Secretary-General F.H.D. Pritchard to Jean Pictet, 27 July 1961.

13 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 173-001, letter from ICRC Assistant Director Claude Pilloud to British 
Red Cross Secretary-General F.H.D. Pritchard, 26 September 1961.

14 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 173-001, letter from British Red Cross Secretary-General F.H.D. 
Pritchard to ICRC Assistant Director Claude Pilloud, 18 October 1961; letter from ICRC Executive 
Director Roger Gallopin to the British Red Cross, 3 November 1961.
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Conclusion

The ICRC’s work in both the Republic and Northern Ireland showed that the author-
ities were prepared to allow it to visit political detainees awaiting trial but not those 
who had been sentenced.

Regarding visits to detainees awaiting trial, the British Red Cross approached the 
British authorities in support of the ICRC’s offer of services after delegates had carried 
out visits in the Republic, while also citing ICRC visits to political detainees in Cyprus. 
This illustrated the importance of precedent and the value of support from a National 
Society that understands the ICRC’s viewpoint. Indeed, no visits in either country 
would have been possible without the support of the National Societies concerned.

As was the case with visits carried out in other countries, the ICRC focused on 
the material conditions of detention rather than the psychological, which were also 
important factors in detainees’ lives.





ICRC policy 
and the 1962 Commission of Experts

While it was working in connection with various conflicts related to decolonization – as 
well as the situations in Indonesia, Iraq, Ireland and Lebanon – back in Geneva, the 
ICRC was pondering its own policies on internal conflict, internal disturbances and 
political detainees.

ICRC policy debate

As Léopold Boissier, the ICRC’s president, remarked at a Presidential Council meeting 
in August 1959, “there are two distinct bodies of opinion among the members of 
the ICRC”.

ICRC action in connection with these situations may have seemed an accepted 
reality worldwide, judging by both the conclusions of the 1955 Commission of Experts 
and the simple fact that the organization had so often offered its services successfully. 
However, the split within the Committee involved precisely those matters: internal 
disturbances and political detainees. Some felt that the organization should concentrate 
on actual armed conflict: international war, civil war, and internal armed violence falling 
short of civil war. They believed it would imperil the organization’s credibility if it sought 
to act in situations other than these. Others felt that the ICRC should also come to the 
aid of people affected by serious political violence that did not amount to actual armed 
clashes – situations that could feature arbitrary arrest, internment without charge of pol-
itical opponents, suspension of certain civil rights, and suspension of judicial guarantees.1

The same divide appeared the following month at a new meeting of the Committee. 
Some held that working in connection with internal tensions and endeavouring to help 
political detainees was a path the ICRC should not take since its work would then no 
longer be justified by the existence of an armed conflict. Others argued that it was 
proper to expand the organization’s work to cover internal tensions because, under 
a police State, large-scale violence often remained just beneath the surface. Besides, 
political detainees were no less in need of protection than those held in connection 
with situations where large-scale violence took place openly.2

1 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, Presidential Council minutes, 20 August 1959.
2 ICRC Archives, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary sessions, 10 September 1959.
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All agreed that the ICRC could never remain indifferent to specific cases that 
came to its attention – while bearing in mind that it had no mandate requiring it to 
take action in situations of that kind. Attention should therefore be paid to any op-
portunities that arose, i.e. when it appeared likely that an offer of services would be 
accepted. Any action it took then would constitute a precedent that could be cited in 
future offers of services.

This subject was discussed again in March 1961 by the Presidential Council. When 
this fresh discussion revealed the same divergence of views, the Council decided to 
constitute a third commission of experts (the Commission of Experts for the Study 
of the Question of Aid to the Victims of Internal Conflicts).3

A commission to study the question of helping 
people affected by internal conflict

This new commission met for six days in October 1962. Its scope of inquiry was broader 
than that of the 1953 and 1955 commissions, since its task was to consider internal 
conflict; discussions focused largely on the conditions required for application of 
common Article 3.

Basing itself on the work of the diplomatic conference that had drafted the 1949 
Geneva Conventions, the commission felt that determining whether or not a non-in-
ternational conflict existed was a matter of objectively measurable circumstances and 
was not, therefore, a matter for appraisal by the States party to the Conventions that 
were concerned. The commission stated that “the existence of an armed conflict, within 
the meaning of article 3, cannot be denied if the hostile action, directed against a 
legal government, is of a collective character and consists of a minimum amount 
of organization”.4

After discussing the period during which common Article 3 should be applicable, 
the commission concluded that “the settling of an internal conflict, dependent on 
Article 3, does not put an end, by itself and of full right, to the application of that 
article”.5 In other words, the protection afforded by this provision should continue 
beyond the conflict’s end.

Adopting as its own one of the conclusions of the 1955 commission, this commis-
sion stressed that “the respect of humanitarian principles, not only imposes obliga-
tions on governments, but also on all those persons who are involved … in ‘internal 
disturbances’  ”.6 It also pointed out that “the ICRC, entitled to offer its services to the 

3 ICRC Archives, A PV CP, Presidential Council minutes, 23 March 1961. J. Moreillon, Le Comité 
international de la Croix-Rouge et la protection des détenus politiques, Éditions L’Âge d’Homme, 
Lausanne/Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1973, pp. 151–156.

4 ICRC, Commission of Experts for the Study of the Question of Aid to the Victims of Internal Conflicts 
(Geneva, 25–30 October 1962), ICRC, Geneva, 1962, p. 3.

5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
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parties to the conflict, is necessarily bound, in the exercising of its right of initiative, 
to appreciate without partiality the existence of the conditions required for the appli-
cation of Article 3”.7

After setting out the content of common Article 3, the commission expressed the 
view that belligerents to whom this provision was of pertinence were obliged to ensure 
humane treatment for prisoners and therefore obliged to allow and facilitate visits by 
ICRC delegates, to inform the prisoners’ families of their detention, and to permit the 
prisoners to correspond with their families and receive relief items.8

After considering internal disturbances that may have failed to meet the conditions 
for application of common Article 3, but in connection with which the ICRC had taken 
action in the past, the commission noted that the ICRC’s “presence and action [was] 
essential for ensuring respect for the humanitarian principles defined by the Geneva 
Conventions”. In such situations, the ICRC could make use of its right of humanitarian 
initiative, set out in numerous treaty provisions, which had been assigned to it by, and 
in the greater interests of, the international community as a whole. This right should be 
exercised whenever the circumstances existed for which it had been created.9

Finally, the commission pointed out that humanitarian action can and must be 
taken in the case of political detainees.10

The 1962 commission responded fully to the ICRC’s concerns. It considered the 
many precedents created by the organization’s action in connection with internal con-
flicts (Algeria, Cyprus, Kenya, etc.) and provided it with the basis for a policy in taking 
similar initiatives in future.

The ICRC presented these conclusions – as a matter of course – to the Movement’s 
Council of Delegates (Geneva, 1963) and two years later, to the 20th International 
Conference (Vienna, 1965).11 After taking note of the commission’s report, the Council 
of Delegates asked the ICRC to “continue its action with a view to extending the 
humanitarian aid of the Red Cross to the victims of non-international conflicts”.12 The 
Vienna Conference urged the ICRC “to continue its work with the aim of strengthening 
the humanitarian assistance of the Red Cross to victims of non-international conflicts” 
and recommended that “Governments of States parties to the Geneva Conventions and 
National Societies support these efforts in their respective countries.”13

7 Ibid. p. 4.
8 Ibid., pp. 5–6.
9 Ibid., pp. 7–8.
10 Ibid., p. 8. Moreillon, pp. 156–160.
11 ICRC, Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross: Commemoration Day, Council of Delegates, 

Proceedings (Geneva, August 23–September 10, 1963), ICRC, Geneva, 1963, p. 108. ICRC, 20th 
International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, Vienna, October 2–9, 1965, ICRC, Geneva, 1965, p. 110.

12 Resolution IX (Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross: Commemoration Day, Council of 
Delegates, Proceedings, p. 108).

13 Resolution XXXI (20th International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, pp. 89–90, 110). For the 
discussion that took place at the time of the resolution’s adoption, see the chapter of this book on 
the 20th International Conference of the Red Cross, pp. 507 ff.
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Years of internal debate ultimately result in ICRC policy

The commission supported the ICRC’s position regarding internal armed conflict and 
serious disturbances, but made no pronouncements on the subject of internal tensions. 
The ICRC therefore resumed its internal discussion, aided by its Legal Division, which 
prepared documents concerning a wide range of previous cases.14 But the Committee 
split along the same fault line as previously. Finally, in July 1965, after numerous debates 
on the subject,15 it adopted a series of policy guidelines, confirming that it possessed 
the willingness and desire to aid people affected by internal conflicts and disturbances 
and – when no other body existed that was able to take effective action – also people 
affected by internal tensions. In order neither to limit its range of operational possi-
bilities nor to set itself the obligation to take action in a given situation, the ICRC 
decided not to make this policy public.16

It was on the basis of this policy that the organization aided political detainees in 
Greece following the 1967 coup d’etat there and in Chile after the 1973 coup.

Thus the ICRC achieved no breakthrough in the period from 1956 to 1965 in the 
realm of political detainees incarcerated outside the scope of an actual armed conflict. 
It did, however, establish operational precedents and thus laid the groundwork for the 
remarkable development of its work over the decade to come.

14 ICRC Archives, A PV PL / V CD, document D 851, “Intervention du CICR en cas de guerre civile, 
de troubles intérieurs et situations similaires”, undated, submitted to the Groupe des jurists (a group 
of legal scholars assembled by the ICRC in 1959) on 13 March 1964 and to the Committee on 
9 April 1964. ICRC Archives, B AG 225 000, appendix III of document SP 499: “Intervention du 
CICR en cas de troubles intérieurs et situations similaires (1960-1964)”, 14 April 1965; document 
SP 501: “En vue de la séance plénière du 29 avril 1965. Troubles intérieurs”, 29 April 1965.

15 ICRC Archives, B AG 059 005-13, minutes from meeting of the Groupe des jurists, 12 February 
1964 (in French only). ICRC Archives, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary sessions, 9 April 
1964 and 29 April 1965.

16 ICRC Archives, A PV PL / V CD, document D 851 bis: “Intervention du CICR en cas de guerre 
civile, de troubles intérieurs et situations similaires”, 8 July. ICRC Archives, A PV PL, Committee 
minutes, plenary sessions, 7 July 1965. Moreillon, pp. 162–166.



Part VI
From the Berlin Wall 

to the Cuban Missile Crisis

International tensions rose sharply in the autumn of 1956 with the Suez Crisis and the 
Soviet intervention in Hungary. They remained high in the years to come, then rose 
even further in 1961, a time when fighting was flaring up again in South-East Asia, the 
United Nations was becoming bogged down in the former Belgian Congo, and a new 
Cold War fault line was appearing in the Caribbean. In fact, on 3 January of that year 
diplomatic relations between Cuba and the United States were severed.

As the new year dawned, however, the focus of international concern was Germany. 
The country’s division into four military occupation zones had led to the founding 
of two German States, both of which claimed to be the legitimate government of the 
entire country and were locked in a non-stop propaganda war. The Third Reich’s capital 
was also divided, with the French-, British- and American-occupied sectors of Berlin 
together forming a small enclave within the greater Soviet occupation zone of eastern 
Germany, which had become the communist German Democratic Republic, or East 
Germany. Its capital consisted of the former Soviet sector of Berlin, situated to the east 
of the three other Berlin sectors.

Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev gave a speech in early January in which he renewed 
threats against West Berlin, declaring that “if the imperialists refuse to face reality”, 
the USSR would sign a separate peace treaty with East Germany.1 This prospect was 
unacceptable to the Western powers on three counts: first, it would have the effect of 
formalizing the division of Germany into two States; second, it would rule out any 
political settlement between the USSR and the Federal Republic of Germany (West 
Germany); and third, it would hand East Germany control of the access routes between 
West Berlin and the rest of West Germany.

During the night of 13 August 1961, the East German authorities took a decisive 
step by sealing off West Berlin with the beginnings of what would become a massive 
wall. This not only henceforth prevented East Germans from crossing into West Berlin, 
but finalized the separation of the city, and indeed Germany itself, into two rival camps.

In the end, Berlin was not allowed to become an international detonator, as the 
Danzig Crisis had been in 1939. The three Western powers renounced the use of force 
to remove the Wall, while at the same time reaffirming their resolve to preserve the 
status of West Berlin.

1 André Fontaine, Histoire de la guerre froide, Fayard, Paris, 1967, Vol. II, p. 462.
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A crisis of far greater gravity erupted in October 1962 when US reconnaissance air-
craft discovered that the Soviet Union was installing nuclear missiles in Cuba. Feeling 
directly threatened, the United States demanded their removal, demonstrating its 
determination with a massive display of military readiness. For the first time ever, two 
countries armed with nuclear weapons were confronting each other.

Several weeks after the Berlin Wall was erected, the Council of Delegates – the 
supreme deliberative body within the Movement – met in Prague. The Berlin crisis was 
not discussed (at least no mention of such a discussion is to be found in the minutes) 
but the Council did voice innovative support for the idea of the Red Cross as a force for 
peace. And that concept was to guide the ICRC’s action regarding both the building 
of the Berlin Wall and the Cuban Missile Crisis.

What constituted that action will be the subject of the three next chapters.



A wall running through Germany 
(1957–1965)

Provisional arrangement freezes into permanence

The Cold War was marked by a series of bloody conflicts in Asia: the Chinese Civil War, 
the French Indochina War, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War. Yet it was first and 
foremost Europe – and above all Germany – that was the focus for this confrontation.

After its military capitulation at the end of the Second World War, Germany was 
divided into four occupation zones: British, French, Soviet and US. The former German 
capital, Berlin, was now an island in the middle of the Soviet zone. But it too was 
divided into four occupation sectors. At war’s end, an Allied Control Council was set 
up to determine the policies that would be applied in the four zones in Germany and 
neighbouring Austria. However, once the common enemy disappeared, the Council 
became paralysed by the differences between the three Western powers on one side 
and the USSR on the other.

As regards their economies, the three Western zones of Germany were integrated 
on 1 January 1947. In June of that year the Americans launched the Marshall Plan for 
the reconstruction of Europe. The three Western-occupied zones benefited from the 
plan while the USSR and its Eastern European allies refused US aid. This refusal also 
applied to Soviet-occupied Germany.

To fill the vacuum caused by the complete loss of value of the former currency, 
the Reichsmark, a new currency was introduced in the three Western occupation 
zones – including those of Berlin – in June 1948. The USSR reacted by blocking all 
road and rail links between non-Soviet-occupied Germany and Berlin. The Western 
Allies took up the challenge by organizing an airlift that, to general surprise, managed 
to keep West Berlin supplied with essential items. The airlift continued for nearly 
11 months until the Soviet Union lifted the blockade.

A month before Moscow ended the blockade, the Federal Republic of Germany 
was founded. It consisted of the Western-occupied zones. At that point, West Berlin 
was not formally part of the new State. The following October, East Germany was 
proclaimed in turn. Its territory consisted of the Soviet zone, which included Soviet-
occupied Berlin. This sector became the new country’s capital.

Germany thus found itself divided into two States that were bitter rivals facing 
each other across the world’s main ideological fault line. West Berlin (made up of 
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British-, French- and US-occupied sectors) was now an enclave surrounded by East 
German territory.

West Germany adopted a market economy that was soon achieving extraordinary 
growth rates that financed the country’s reconstruction. The Federal Republic joined 
NATO and soon became a pillar of the emerging European Economic Community.

East Germany adopted a planned economy and joined the Soviet-led Council for 
Mutual Economic Assistance and the Warsaw Pact.

In November 1958, Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev called for an end to the mil-
itary occupation of Berlin. He said the USSR was prepared to hand over to the East 
German government the administrative role that it played in the city. In an increas-
ingly vehement speech, Khrushchev condemned West Berlin as a “cancerous tumour”, 
a “bone in the throat” of East Germany, and “a new Sarajevo” set to trigger a third 
world war. He announced that without a general peace treaty by the end of 1961, the 
USSR would sign a separate peace with East Germany, thus finalizing the division 
of Germany. The Western powers, however, insisted that their right to occupy their 
respective sectors of Berlin remained valid as long as no comprehensive peace treaty 
had been signed between the wartime Allies and a unified Germany. And since West 
Germany was not allowed to station forces in Berlin, if the Western powers did pull 
out, nothing would stand in the way of the entire city being annexed by East Germany.

Discussions over the status of Berlin continued throughout the next three years. 
Meanwhile, the number of East German citizens crossing into West Berlin grew day 
by day. In 1961 it was estimated that three million East Germans had crossed into 
the West since the creation of East Germany in 1949. The growing numbers alarmed 
the East German authorities, especially as those leaving included doctors, engineers, 
skilled workers and students – overwhelmingly young people. The haemorrhage of 
young, well-educated people threatened East Germany’s development plans. Above all, 
it represented a terrible rejection of the East Berlin regime in the midst of the ideolog-
ical struggle between the two Germanys. East Germans were voting with their feet.

Finally, on the night of 13 August 1961 (after 15,000 people had fled that month 
alone, and no less than 4,000 the previous day) East Germany sealed its border with 
West Berlin by means of barbed wire, barricades and guards. The encirclement of West 
Berlin was complete within five days. Barbed wire was gradually replaced with a con-
crete wall and various deadly barriers, watched over by regularly spaced watchtowers.

This dramatic step, coming amid growing tensions over Berlin, raised fears round 
the world of a new Berlin blockade. US President John Kennedy dispatched Vice-
President Lyndon Johnson to the city and sent an extra 1,500 soldiers as a precaution. 
At month’s end, the Soviet Union announced the resumption of nuclear testing, which 
had been suspended in 1958. Two months later, the country carried out a test in which 
it exploded a bomb that remains the largest human-caused explosion in history: almost 
3,500 times more powerful than the device that destroyed Hiroshima.

The abrupt sealing off of West Berlin from East Germany had immediate effects 
from a humanitarian viewpoint. Before 13 August, Berliners passed freely from one 
sector to another. As a result, two hundred doctors working in East Berlin lived in 
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West Berlin and practically all the nurses working at one West Berlin hospital lived 
in the East. Not only did hospitals and other services find themselves short-staffed but 
many people found themselves separated from their loved ones. East German border 
guards had orders to shoot without warning anyone trying to cross into West Berlin. 
Those not killed were imprisoned.

ICRC action

Political detainees

In the 1950s, the ICRC regularly sent one of its delegates, Herbert Beckh, to the two 
German republics to nurture relations with the National Societies and the authorities. 
This eventually earned him the opportunity to visit political detainees.1

In February 1957 – to a degree because he had visited communist detainees held by 
Hungarian rebels just a few months before – Beckh was allowed by the East German 
government to visit political detainees there.

The following month, the West German authorities gave him permission to visit 
all places of detention in the country.

In 1957, Beckh visited a total of 21 prisons in West Germany and three prisons 
and two prison camps in East Germany.2 The following year, he visited 11 prisons and 
a prison hospital in the Federal Republic, as well as two hospitals and a penitentiary 
work camp in the Democratic Republic.3

Permission then ceased for ICRC visits to East German prisons, but from 1959 to 
1965, Beckh went on visiting West German places of detention.4

1 Herbert Beckh had also headed a large-scale undertaking to reunite families divided during the 
forced emigration of German minority groups from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the Balkans. 
Although that effort was primarily of use to the West German government – which at the time had 
no diplomatic relations with countries east of the Iron Curtain – it also facilitated the reunification 
of many families in East Germany. That work doubtless enabled Beckh to build a relationship of 
trust with the governments of both countries as well as with the two German National Red Cross 
Societies. For further reading, see Beckh’s account: H.G. Beckh, “The reuniting of families in Europe 
during and after the Second World War”, IRRC, No. 718, July–August 1979, pp. 171–183 (part one); 
No. 723, May–June 1980, pp. 115–128 (part two); No. 734, March–April 1982, pp. 71–85 (part 
three). C. Rey-Schyrr, From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross, 1945 to 1955, ICRC and Georg Editeur, Geneva, 2017, pp. 202–205.

2 ICRC Archives, B AG 225 009, internal note by Herbert Beckh, 25 February 1957; report by Herbert 
Beckh to the ICRC Presidential Council, 18 April 1957; ICRC Archives, B AG 225 010-001, mission 
report by Herbert Beckh, 18 March 1957; ICRC Annual Report 1957, pp. 37–38. RICR (English-
language supplement), Vol. X, No. 3, March 1957, pp. 60–62; Vol. X, No. 4, April 1957, p. 82; Vol. X, 
No. 6, June 1957, pp. 117–118; Vol. X, No. 8, August 1957, pp. 152–153.

3 ICRC Annual Report 1958, pp. 29–30.
4 ICRC Annual Report 1959, p. 33. ICRC Annual Report 1960, p. 25. ICRC Annual Report 1961, 

pp. 33–34. ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 40. ICRC Annual Report 1963, pp. 32–33. ICRC Annual 
Report 1964, pp. 31–32. ICRC Annual Report 1965, pp. 42–43.
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During all of the visits mentioned above, Beckh was allowed to speak in private 
with the detainees of his choice. Each visit resulted in a report being submitted to the 
government concerned.

Following the initial crisis

Five weeks after West Berlin was sealed off, the ICRC suggested to both German 
National Societies, East and West, that delegates should come and study the situation 
in East and West Berlin and propose solutions to any problems of humanitarian con-
cern they might find. The West German Red Cross agreed immediately, but its East 
German counterpart refused, arguing that the Wall was an “eminently humanitarian” 
measure designed to prevent agents provocateurs, saboteurs, spies, manpower-drainers 
and child-stealers from entering the country via West Berlin.

When Beckh arrived in West Berlin on 4 December, he was received by Mayor 
Willy Brandt, who told him that the ICRC’s role as humanitarian intermediary had 
now been made indispensable by the city’s division.

In search of a path to progress, Beckh asked Brandt to allow Professor Friedrich 
Karl Kaul – a figure close to the East German government who had been denied entry 
to West Berlin in retaliation for East German measures – to be allowed to come and 
meet him there. Beckh had successfully requested the release, on health grounds, of a 
major communist figure held as a political prisoner by West Germany, and Beckh knew 
that Kaul was well-disposed towards him. Kaul agreed to come and the two men had 
a productive meeting at which they worked out a plan to allow West Berliners to visit 
relatives in East Berlin over the forthcoming Christmas period. Kaul asked Beckh to 
give him a day to consult with the government in East Berlin. When Kaul returned, it 
was to tell Beckh that the East German government had rejected the plan.5

Beckh returned to Berlin several times in 1962. He again met Kaul, who assured 
him that he would support Beckh’s efforts to visit political detainees in East Berlin. 
However, permission was never granted.

While Beckh was in the divided city between August and September, a young East 
Berliner tried to cross the Wall. He was badly wounded and took an hour to die; no one 
came to his aid. Tensions in Berlin reached an all-time high and Beckh held long dis-
cussions with officials of both the East and West German National Societies to obtain 
firm recognition, from both, of the obligation to come to the immediate aid of any 
injured person. These discussions finally resulted in the following ICRC press release:

After the recent incidents in Berlin and its suburbs, a delegate of the International Committee 
of the Red Cross, Mr H. G. Beckh, has, for several days, had talks with leading personalities 
of both the East and the West. He spoke, in particular, with Dr Werner Ludwig, president 

5 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 009-059, mission report by Herbert Beckh, 15 January 1962.
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of the German Red Cross in the German Democratic Republic, and with Dr Dietrich Blos, 
president of the Berlin chapter of the German Red Cross in the Federal Republic of Germany.

In the course of these conversations, undertaken with a view to resolving the humanitarian 
problems arising from these events, the ICRC was informed by the two parties of the measures 
they had decided upon to aid the wounded. After hearing both points of view on this subject, 
the ICRC was pleased to note that each party recognizes the obligation to bring immediate 
assistance and first aid to the wounded on its own territory, it being understood that such 
aid must not be hindered by the other party.

The ICRC welcomes the declarations made by the two parties, who have thus confirmed their 
intention to conform to the letter and to the spirit of the Geneva Conventions, of which they 
are signatories.

The ICRC trusts that these declarations, made by the responsible authorities concerned, 
will furnish the necessary basis to allow first aid to be given in the event of similar events.

Such a guarantee will without doubt help to ease the situation and corresponds to the 
desire of the International Red Cross to contribute towards the lessening of tension and to 
mutual understanding.6

When Beckh returned in November, he received an assurance that henceforth every 
time a person was injured in an escape attempt, an ambulance would immediately 
be dispatched. However, no progress was achieved on the issue of family visits in 
East Berlin.7

In March 1963, ICRC President Boissier spent five days in East Berlin accompanied 
by Beckh. Though Boissier met with the president of the East German Red Cross 
and with East German leader Walter Ulbricht, no breakthrough was achieved either 
regarding reunifying dispersed families or political detainees.8

Beckh continued visiting Berlin for over a year. But despite his efforts there was 
scarcely any progress from a humanitarian viewpoint.9 Finally, in the autumn of 1964, 
East and West Germany reached an agreement on family visits and Beckh was present 
at meetings, on both sides of the wall, between relatives who had not seen each other 
in over three years.10

*

6 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 009-067, mission report by Herbert Beckh, September 1962. ICRC 
Annual Report 1962, p. 41.

7 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 009-070, mission report by Herbert Beckh, 30 November 1962.
8 ICRC Archives, A PV PL: document D 800, 4 April 1963, “Mission de Monsieur le Président Boissier 

accompagné de M. Beckh en République Démocratique Allemande (RDA) et en Tchécoslovaquie du 
25.3 au 2.4.1963, M. Beckh étant resté deux jours à Prague après le départ de M. Boissier”, 4 April 
1963. According to this document, President Boissier wished to write the mission report himself.

9 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 009, mission reports by Herbert Beckh, 25 January 1962, 18 June 1963, 
25 July 1963, 24 September 1963, January 1964, April 1964.

10 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 009-088, mission report by Herbert Beckh, 12 November 1964.
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Twenty-eight years after the Wall’s construction, the Communist political edifice 
throughout Eastern Europe was crumbling. Poland adopted a new arrangement in April 
1989 and Hungary – with a distant echo of 1956 – in September. The new Hungarian 
government ordered that that country’s portion of the Iron Curtain be dismantled and 
free passage allowed. Within two weeks, 20,000 East Germans had crossed into Austria 
and then into West Germany. The flow increased throughout October, dealing a lethal 
blow to the East Berlin government. The following month, a crowd of demonstrators 
from both East and West Berlin tore down the Wall and the East German regime fell. 
In the following days and weeks, the Communist regimes in Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria 
and Romania were replaced.

Conclusion

The visits to political detainees in East and West Germany constituted a particularly 
interesting precedent owing to the arguments used by the ICRC to receive permission 
for them. It told the governments concerned that their permission would help “lay the 
foundations for a custom of great humanitarian value” because “the precedents thus 
set can be used by the ICRC to persuade the governments of other States that these 
visits in no way limit their own sovereignty.”11

No doubt Herbert Beckh skilfully played on the rivalry between the two 
German States, both of whom were eager to demonstrate to the world their human-
itarian concern.

In the end – since the crisis never spilled over into an armed conflict – the ICRC 
was able to play only a very limited role in connection with the Berlin Wall and the 
acute international tensions it provoked. Nevertheless, the organization strove to ease 
those tensions, through the possibilities afforded by its mandate: it offered both States 
and their National Societies its good offices in addressing problems of humanitarian 
concern arising from the Wall. And it did facilitate dialogue between the two sides 
about those problems. It is difficult not to see in the ICRC’s immediate response to 
the effects of the Berlin Wall something dimly foreshadowing the role it was about 
to play – a year later, when the world narrowly avoided apocalyptic disaster – in the 
Cuban Missile Crisis.

11 J. Moreillon, Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et la protection des détenus politiques, Éditions 
L’Âge d’Homme, Lausanne/Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1973, p. 149.



Council of Delegates – Prague 
(1961)

An exceptional meeting

The 19th International Conference of the Red Cross (New Delhi, 1957) decided that 
the 20th Conference would be held in Geneva in October 1963, and that it would com-
memorate the 100th anniversary of the founding of the Red Cross (in 1863). However, 
doing this meant leaving a six-year gap between the two meetings of the Conference.

The organizers were fully aware that the New Delhi Conference had ended in 
abject failure – divided as it was over who should represent China – with a third of the 
delegations, including that of the Conference host, leaving the hall in protest.

The Movement’s Standing Commission, as its name suggests, had the task of filling 
the gap between major Movement-wide meetings and coordinating, in conjunction 
with the ICRC and the League, preparations for the International Conference. On this 
occasion it was concerned to prevent an over-lengthy interval between the Conference 
and the Council of Delegates and to ensure that the centennial was marked in the 
best possible circumstances. It decided to hold the Council of Delegates in Prague 
in October 1961.1

Since the Council brought together representatives of the National Societies, the 
ICRC and the League, but not the States party to the Geneva Conventions,2 the ques-
tion of who should represent China was not an issue this time. The hope was that 
this meeting would restore the Movement’s unity after it had been so sorely tried in 
Toronto and New Delhi. It was also hoped that the Council would adopt a joint, 
Movement-wide position regarding fundamental Red Cross principles that could then 

1 See the present work, p. 84, note 3. Five individuals were elected to the Standing Commission by 
the 19th International Conference (New Delhi, 1957): Rajkumari Amrit Kaur (Indian Red Cross), 
André François-Poncet (French Red Cross), General Alfred Gruenther (American Red Cross), 
Georgy Miterev (Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR), and T. W. Sloper 
(Brazilian Red Cross). The ICRC representatives were ICRC President Léopold Boissier and Frédéric 
Siordet, a member of the Committee.

2 For more on the origin, make-up, and role of the Council of Delegates, see: E. Mikos-Skuza, “The 
Council of Delegates”, in L. Lijnzaad, J. Sambeek and B. Tahzib-Lie (eds), Making the Voice of 
Humanity Heard: Essays on Humanitarian Assistance and International Humanitarian Law in 
Honour of HRH Princess Margriet of the Netherlands, Martinus Nijhoff, Leiden, 2004, pp. 123–136.
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be presented for adoption by the 20th International Conference, which would of course 
include States, in 1963.

It was therefore for the dual purpose of restoring Movement unity and preparing the 
20th Conference that the Standing Commission convened the Council of Delegates. In 
the words of André François-Poncet, president of the French Red Cross and chairman 
of the Standing Commission, the primary purpose was to avoid “the misunderstand-
ings and incidents which arose at the New Delhi Conference and, before that, at the 
Toronto Conference”.3

Nevertheless, this was no ordinary meeting: it was the first time that the Council 
of Delegates had met not on the eve of the International Conference but rather in the 
interval between two Conferences. It was also the first time that substantial issues had 
been placed on the Council’s agenda. Previously, it had served to work out procedural 
questions just before the Conference. Finally, this meeting was the first time that the 
Council had met in a Soviet-bloc country.

3 Spoken by François-Poncet at the Council of Delegates convened in Prague on 3 and 5 October 1961 
(ICRC, Council of Delegates of the International Red Cross: Verbatim Report, Prague 1961, ICRC, 
Geneva, 1961, p. 15).
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Council opens

The Council of Delegates held its first meeting on 3 October: there were 186 delegates, 
representing 62 National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the ICRC and the 
League. In keeping with tradition going back to the first-ever Council (Geneva, 1884), 
the ICRC president, Léopold Boissier, was elected chairman while the president of the 
Czechoslovak Red Cross was made vice-chairman.

Before opening the floor for deliberation, Boissier stressed the meeting’s excep-
tional nature and reminded the participants that they must avoid straying onto the 
International Conference’s territory. In other words, the Council’s decisions on matters 
of substance must be provisional and must then be placed before the Conference for 
final decision.4

Clearly this was particularly necessary regarding the main item on the agenda: the 
draft declaration of fundamental Red Cross principles submitted to the Council of 
Delegates by the Standing Commission.

Fundamental Red Cross principles

The Red Cross was in a paradoxical situation since it was constantly invoking principles 
that were nowhere set out in black and white in any officially adopted text. Yet from 
the beginning the Red Cross had been aware that it followed a number of fundamental 
principles dictated by its very goals and the nature of its work.

To an extent these principles had been stated both in the resolutions of the confer-
ence held in October 1864 to set up a Red Cross movement5 and in the first sentence 
of Article 6 of the original Geneva Convention of August 1864: “Wounded or sick 
combatants, to whatever nation they may belong, shall be collected and cared for.”6

References to the fundamental Red Cross principles were innumerable. The Second 
International Conference (Berlin, 1869) gave the ICRC the task of recording those 
principles and making them known.7 And to be admitted to the Movement, new 
National Societies had to uphold the fundamental principles of the Red Cross.8 The 
principles’ existence was accepted and their authority recognized.

4 Council of Delegates of the International Red Cross: Verbatim Report, Prague 1961, p. 13.
5 ICRC, Handbook of the International Red Cross, 10th ed., ICRC/League of Red Cross Societies, 

Geneva, 1953, pp. 3–4.
6 Ibid., p. 8.
7 Compte rendu des Travaux de la Conférence internationale tenue à Berlin du 22 au 27 avril 1869 par 

les Délégués des Gouvernements signataires de la Convention de Genève et des Sociétés et Associations 
de Secours aux Militaires blessés et malades, J.F. Starcke, Berlin, 1869, pp. 80–84, 264.

8 ICRC, Organisation générale et programme de la Croix-Rouge (D’après les décisions prises dans les 
Conférences internationales par les Fondateurs et les Représentants de cette Institution), 2nd ed., ICRC, 
Geneva, 1898, pp. 25–26.
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For almost a century, however, virtually no effort was made to formulate these prin-
ciples in a way that was consistent and universally accepted. In 1874, ICRC President 
Gustave Moynier did undertake an initial formulation after noting that the National 
Societies “are drawn together by a shared commitment to conducting themselves in 
keeping with identical rules”. Moynier laid down four fundamental principles: central-
ization, preparedness, cooperation and solidarity.9

Revising its own statutes following the First World War, the ICRC added the four 
“fundamental and uniform principles that underlie the Red Cross as an organization, 
that is, impartiality, political, religious and financial independence, Red Cross univer-
sality, and the equal rights of its members”.10

This list could hardly be considered exhaustive, however. Thus, though both the 
existence of fundamental principles and their imperative nature were accepted world-
wide, their precise formulation remained uncertain. The Red Cross ceaselessly invoked 
these principles yet seemed unwilling, or incapable, of specifying them in writing.

That this lack of clearly stated and universally accepted fundamental principles was 
a serious problem became glaringly obvious in the period between the First and Second 
World Wars, particularly in Italy and the Soviet Union and – on a far greater, and 
graver, scale – in Germany. Having no easily quotable principles meant that the Red 
Cross had no safeguard against abuses committed by several National Societies, above 
all the German Red Cross. From 1933 onwards, that National Society came under the 
control of the Nazi regime. Hitler assigned SS doctors as its leaders. They aligned the 
National Society with Nazi ideology and used their position for criminal purposes.11

Following the Second World War, the international community’s division into two 
mutually hostile blocs sparked new tensions within the Movement that threatened its 
unity. This made the task of agreeing on clearly worded fundamental principles to guide 
the Movement’s work all the more urgent. At the same time, these tensions made any 
such agreement that much more difficult to achieve.

The League’s Board of Governors studied the matter in the wake of the Second 
World War. It took the four principles already formulated and added a further 13, 

9 G. Moynier, “Ce que c’est que la Croix-Rouge”, Bulletin international, No. 21, January 1875, pp. 1–8. 
A. Durand, “Quelques remarques sur l’élaboration des principes de la Croix-Rouge chez Gustave 
Moynier”, in C. Swinarski (ed.), Études et essais sur le droit international humanitaire et sur les princ-
ipes de la Croix-Rouge en l’ honneur de Jean Pictet, ICRC, Geneva/Martinus Nijhoff, The Hague, 
1984, pp. 861–873.

10 Statutes of the International Committee of the Red Cross, 10 March 1921, Article 3, RICR, No. 28, 
April 1921, pp. 379–380 (in French only).

11 The president of the German Red Cross during the Second World War, Ernst Grawitz, was 
involved in criminal activities and committed suicide at the end of the war. His deputy, Karl 
Gebhardt, succeeded him for only a few days; he was hanged after the Nuremberg trials for his 
participation in medical experiments on concentration-camp prisoners. For more on the German 
Red Cross under the Nazi regime, see: D. Riesenberger, Das Deutsche Rote Kreuz, Eine Geschichte, 
1864–1990, Verlag Ferdinand Schöningh, Paderborn, 2002, pp. 269–371; B. Morgenbrod and 
S. Merkenich, Das Deutsche Rote Kreuz unter der NS-Diktatur 1933–1945, Verlag Ferdinand 
Schöningh, Paderborn, 2008.
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resulting in a farrago of Red Cross goals, Red Cross principles and simple rules for 
applying those principles.12 “Insufficiency,” remarked the chairman of the Standing 
Commission, “has been replaced by excess.”13

The 18th International Conference of the Red Cross (Toronto, 1952) endorsed 
this new list, while stressing that it was the four principles formulated two decades 
earlier that remained the “cornerstones of the Red Cross”. This merely added to the 
confusion – as if there were now a graduated hierarchy of fundamental principles.14

Drafting fundamental Red Cross principles necessarily involved obtaining general 
approval of the wording of those principles. The Standing Commission therefore set 
up a joint ICRC/League commission: Jean Pictet and Frédéric Siordet represented 
the ICRC; and Henry Dunnings, secretary-general, and Wilfrid Phillips, under-sec-
retary-general, the League.

This committee based its work on International Conference resolutions, on the 
work of Max Huber, former ICRC president,15 and above all on that of Jean Pictet, 
the ICRC’s director of General Affairs. Pictet had in 1955 defended, to great acclaim, 
a doctoral thesis entitled “The Red Cross Principles” at the University of Geneva. The 
text, which was soon translated into Arabic, English, German, Japanese and Spanish, 
identified for the first time seven “fundamental” principles and 10 “organic” ones.16 
Pictet felt it necessary to distinguish between principles that related directly to Red 
Cross aims and those that constituted the basic means of achieving those aims and 
that related in particular to the organization of National Societies.17 He believed that 
the former were fundamental in nature and therefore of greater significance.

The commission – frequently referred to as the “Pictet commission” – strove to 
reduce Pictet’s fundamental principles to a brief, simple formulation that could be 
memorized without difficulty by each Red Cross or Red Crescent volunteer. To fur-
ther simplify the matter, they did not arrange the fundamental principles in order of 
importance but simply listed them.

The Pictet commission’s draft was first studied by the Standing Commission and 
then submitted, in June 1959, to the National Societies for comment.18 Two years later, 
the Standing Commission sent all National Societies invited to the Prague meeting an 
amended version that took account of their comments.19

12 Board of Governors, 1946, Resolution No. XII, and 1948, Resolution No. VII (Handbook of the 
International Red Cross, 10th ed., pp. 395–398).

13 Council of Delegates of the International Red Cross: Verbatim Report, Prague 1961, p. 17.
14 ICRC, 18th International Conference of the Red Cross: Toronto, July–August 1952: Proceedings, ICRC, 

Geneva, 1952, pp. 112–118, 148 (Resolution X).
15 M. Huber, “Principles and foundations of the work of the International Committee of the Red 

Cross”, in ICRC, Report of the International Committee of the Red Cross on its Activities during the 
Second World War (September 1, 1939–June 30, 1947), Vol. 1: General Activities, ICRC, Geneva, 
1948, pp. 11–47. M. Huber, La pensée et l’action de la Croix-Rouge, ICRC, Geneva, 1954.

16 J. Pictet, Red Cross Principles, ICRC, Geneva, 1956.
17 Ibid., p. 3.
18 Council of Delegates of the International Red Cross: Verbatim Report, Prague 1961, p. 18.
19 Ibid., p. 20.
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Opening the proceedings in Prague, Council Chairman Boissier stressed that 
the Council’s decision on the principles was not final since only the International 
Conference was qualified to pronounce on a matter of such importance. He also 
emphasized that a finding by the Council of Delegates would be useful only if it was 
backed up by a strong majority of National Societies: “A draft which only obtained a 
narrow majority would be without authority and would only underline the divergences 
which existed between the National Societies.”20 If such a majority was not obtained, 
he would withdraw the draft from the Council agenda, an action authorized by the 
Standing Commission.21

Standing Commission Chairman François-Poncet then gave a full account of 
the history of the draft. He explained how important it was to distill the basic prin-
ciples underlying the Red Cross, those which determined its activities and guided it 
in carrying out those activities. François-Poncet reminded everyone of the Standing 
Commission’s goal of achieving “a text which was simple, clear, short and yet complete, 
which did not enter into details but which confined itself to the essentials, a text which 
was not a dry enumeration nor a lifeless catalogue, but, rather, a decalogue infused 
with a little living warmth, a declaration easy to read and understand, easy to memo-
rize, capable of being printed on one page and recalled at the opening of conferences, 
destined to figure at the beginning of the Handbook of the Red Cross and light the way 
for the new Societies which have just entered our ranks.”22

The Standing Commission’s draft, consisting of seven items, drew two proposals 
for amendment.

First, the Japanese Red Cross – which had translated and widely distributed Jean 
Pictet’s book – desired a return to Pictet’s formulation.23

Second, though himself a member of the Standing Commission, Georgy Miterev, 
president of the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in the USSR, pro-
posed that an eighth fundamental principle be added – “the peace-loving character of 
the Red Cross”:

The Red Cross is an ardent champion of peace. It has a profound and lasting abhorrence 
of wars, which always produce a very large number of victims and provoke great suffering.

The aim of the International Red Cross is to promote understanding, friendship and mutual 
cooperation among the peoples. It opposes recourse to arms as a solution for problems giving 
rise to disagreements and is in favour of agreement on disarmament, providing more espe-
cially for the prohibition of nuclear weapons and other means of mass destruction.24

20 Ibid., p. 14.
21 Ibid., p. 14.
22 Ibid., pp. 14–21, ad pp. 17, 18.
23 Ibid., pp. 24–26.
24 Ibid., pp. 26–27.
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With this proposed amendment, Miterev relaunched the issue of whether or not to 
prohibit nuclear weapons, which had so profoundly divided the New Delhi Conference.

The National Societies of Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania and 
Yugoslavia supported the Alliance’s proposal on the grounds that nuclear war would 
cause a catastrophe on such a scale that no Red Cross action would be possible. Not 
only would the radioactivity unleashed make work in the areas affected impossible but 
there may well be no survivors left to help. The Red Cross should therefore devote all 
its energies to preventing war in the first place.25

By contrast, the National Societies of Brazil, the Philippines and the UK – like 
Standing Commission Chairman François-Poncet himself – opposed this amendment 
on the grounds that it inevitably led the Red Cross into political territory.26

The Council of Delegates thus found itself about to be split over the fundamental 
principles, the peace issue in particular. It was headed for precisely the situation about 
which Chairman Boissier had warned the participants when he opened the proceedings: 
a divided Movement that would rob any declaration of principles of its effect. Was it 
possible to speak of fundamental principles for which universal adherence was lacking?

Despite his support for the Soviet position, the president of the Yugoslav Red Cross 
had spoken of possibly adopting a different wording that expressed a strong Red Cross 
attachment to the cause of peace while avoiding specific reference to nuclear weapons.27 
This was a promising avenue for exploration.

When deliberations resumed the next day, Alfred Gruenther, president of the 
American Red Cross, announced that he had met with Georgy Miterev and that they 
had agreed on a new, more concise formulation to replace the Alliance’s proposal. He 
therefore put forward a one-sentence statement to be appended to the declaration’s 
opening paragraph, to the effect that the Red Cross “promotes mutual understanding, 
friendship, cooperation and stable peace amongst all peoples”.28

At Boissier’s request, Miterev confirmed that Gruenther’s proposed amendment 
did indeed reflect the joint position of the two National Societies.29

The way to comprehensive agreement was now open. The US/Soviet amendment 
was approved and the Japanese proposal voted down. The resulting declaration was 
adopted unanimously as follows.30

25 Ibid., pp. 30–32, 33, 34–38.
26 Ibid., pp. 28–29, 32–33, 33–34.
27 Ibid.,, pp. 35–36.
28 Ibid., pp. 39–40.
29 Ibid., p. 40.
30 Ibid., pp. 43–46.
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Humanity
The Red Cross, born of a desire to bring assistance without discrimination to the wounded 
on the battlefield, endeavours – in its international and national capacity – to prevent and 
alleviate human suffering wherever it may be found. Its purpose is to protect life and health 
and to ensure respect for the human being. It promotes mutual understanding, friendship, 
and lasting peace amongst all peoples.

Impartiality
It makes no discrimination as to nationality, race, religious beliefs, class or political opinions. 
It endeavours only to relieve suffering, giving priority to the most urgent cases of distress.

Neutrality
In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all, the Red Cross may not take sides in hostili-
ties or engage at any time in controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological nature.

Independence
The Red Cross is independent. The National Societies, while auxiliaries in the humanitarian 
services of their governments and subject to the laws of their respective countries, must always 
maintain their autonomy so that they may be able at all times to act in accordance with 
Red Cross principles.

Voluntary service
The Red Cross is a voluntary relief organization not prompted in any manner by desire 
for gain.

Unity
There can be only one Red Cross Society in any one country. It must be open to all. It must 
carry on its humanitarian work throughout its territory.

Universality
The Red Cross is a worldwide institution in which all Societies have equal status and share 
equal responsibilities and duties in helping each other.31

The Council of Delegates further decided that this unanimously adopted draft would 
be submitted to the next International Conference of the Red Cross.32

31 Resolution I: “Red Cross principles” (Council of Delegates of the International Red Cross: Verbatim 
Report, Prague 1961, Annex No. 22). In addition to the cited works by Huber and Pictet, see also: 
J.L. Blondel, “The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent: Their origin and 
development”, IRRC, No. 790, July–August 1991, pp. 349–357; H. Haug, in cooperation with 
H.P. Gasser, F. Perret, and J.P. Robert-Tissot, Humanity for All: The International Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva/Paul Haupt Publishers, Bern, 1993, 
pp. 443–490; F. Bugnion, The International Committee of the Red Cross and the Protection of War 
Victims, ICRC, Geneva/Macmillan, Oxford, 2003, pp. 370–376.

32 ICRC Annual Report 1961, pp. 53–54.
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Cooperation between National Societies 
and civil-defence services

During the Second World War, there was major growth in civil-defence services 
owing to extensive aerial bombardment. The threat posed to the civilian population 
by nuclear weapons ensured that the development of these services continued apace 
following the great conflict. The 1949 diplomatic conference, however, paid little 
attention to such organizations. Indeed, only the second paragraph of Article 63 of 
the Fourth Geneva Convention protects them, and then only from arbitrary measures 
taken against them by an occupying power. The Geneva Conventions afford them no 
particular protection against the effects of the hostilities, despite the grave dangers 
faced by civil-defence personnel in their work. This lack of protection was a source 
of serious concern to the National Societies, the League and the ICRC since Red 
Cross volunteers frequently found themselves working together with civil defence 
services. The ICRC and the League therefore decided to submit a text to the Council 
of Delegates setting out how best the National Societies could work together with 
civil-defence organizations.

After discussing the text, the Council adopted a resolution confirming that it was 
natural for National Societies to help their governments protect the civilian population 
in the event of armed conflict and that this task was “in keeping with the principles of 
the Red Cross”. The resolution stated that Red Cross personnel involved in civil-defence 
work must ensure that they were always recognizable as Red Cross personnel, and 
expressed the hope that the ICRC would continue its efforts to strengthen protection 
for non-military civil-defence organizations.33

This matter was to be taken up by those attending the diplomatic conference 
(1974–1977) that drafted Protocols I and II additional to the Geneva Conventions. 
Their deliberations produced Articles 61 to 67 of Additional Protocol I (protecting 
civil-defence services).

33 Resolution IV: “Cooperation of National Red Cross (Red Crescent, Red Lion and Sun) Societies in 
civilian defence” (Council of Delegates of the International Red Cross: Verbatim Report, Prague 1961, 
Annex No. 22). ICRC Annual Report 1961, p. 50. IRRC, No. 515, November 1961, pp. 420–421. 
Bugnion, pp. 742–743.
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Conclusion

The participants in the Prague Council were left with a sense of optimism. When they 
returned to Geneva, the ICRC’s representatives were pleased to report that the general 
atmosphere of the deliberations had “constituted a marked improvement over that in 
Stockholm, Toronto and New Delhi. In Prague there reigned a true Red Cross spirit.”34

The unanimous adoption of the draft fundamental principles – despite Cold War 
differences – was regarded as a major success, and reassuring in terms of Movement 
unity. The ICRC and the League were therefore confident that the International 
Conference commemorating the Movement’s founding would go ahead as planned 
in 1963.

Though adopted provisionally in anticipation of ratification by the Conference, 
the Council of Delegates’ list of fundamental principles now furnished the entire 
Movement with a clear guide. This was to be the case particularly for the ICRC a year 
later when it became involved in one of the most potentially catastrophic crises it had 
ever encountered: the Cuban Missile Crisis. Then the UN would ask it to help bring 
about the peaceful resolution of a situation that threatened mankind’s very survival.

34 ICRC Archives, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 12 October 1961.



Cuban Missile Crisis  
(1962)

A mere step from Armageddon

On Sunday, 14 October 1962, two American U2 spy planes high above Cuba took 
photos that intelligence analysts determined were evidence of the Soviet Union setting 
up launch pads for nuclear missiles. After studying the photos, experts estimated that 
the missiles would be operational by 25–27 October.

Two days later, National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy informed President 
John Kennedy of the findings. The president immediately called a meeting of the 
Executive Committee of the National Security Council, a small group of close advisers 
that would meet in the utmost secrecy several times a day in the weeks to come. The 
consensus emerging from the first meeting was that everything possible – including 
massive bombing if necessary – must be done to ensure that the missiles never became 
operational, for they would directly threaten US cities. Aware that airstrikes would kill 
not only Cubans but also Soviet personnel, Kennedy deferred any decision to attack 
from the air. Four days into the crisis, he told the Committee that he had decided on a 
naval blockade to ensure that no further offensive weapons arrived in Cuba. The navy 
and other services were placed on alert.

Late on 22 October, Secretary of State Dean Rusk received Soviet Ambassador 
Anatoly Dobrynin. Rusk gave Dobrynin a letter from Kennedy to Soviet leader Nikita 
Khrushchev in which the president expressed his determination to obtain the removal 
of the missiles from Cuba. Rusk also gave Dobrynin the text of the televised speech to 
the nation that Kennedy was about to make.

That evening, Kennedy made a distinctly Churchillian address in which he deliv-
ered the thunderbolt. To general shock, the US and the world learned that Soviet 
nuclear missiles were stationed on Cuba and heard Kennedy’s demand that these 
weapons, which posed a threat to the entire North American continent, be withdrawn 
under UN monitoring. He had ordered a “strict quarantine” to be set up in a radius 
of 800 kilometres around the eastern tip of Cuba. The president did not use the term 
“blockade”, but the operation amounted to a blockade to ensure that ships headed for 
Cuba delivered no further nuclear weapons. Kennedy went on to warn that any nuclear 
missile launched from Cuba against a Western country would be regarded as an attack 
on the US, and the US would retaliate by directly attacking the Soviet Union. He 
called on Khrushchev to withdraw the missiles and thus “move the world back from 
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the abyss of destruction”. Finally, he declared that the price of liberty had always been 
high, but that this was a price the American people had always been prepared to pay.

“In my memory, it was the grimmest and gravest speech ever made by a head of 
state,” UN Secretary-General U Thant later wrote.1

Several hours later, the Soviet news agency TASS published a communiqué in which 
the government rejected the US demands and condemned the blockade, calling it an 
act of aggression and the first step down the path to thermonuclear war. In a letter to 
Kennedy, Khrushchev stated that the USSR had positioned weapons in Cuba that were 
purely defensive in nature and declared that the measures taken by the US constituted 
a “a serious threat to the peace and security of nations”. Thus for the first and only 
time in history, a terrified world witnessed a direct nuclear confrontation between the 
United States and the Soviet Union.

The armed forces on both sides – particularly strategic forces – were placed on 
maximum alert.2 In the US, the USSR and Cuba, reservists were called up and all forces 
went onto a war footing. As Soviet ships headed for Cuba, the US military prepared 
to intercept them. Humanity seemed headed for certain destruction.

This was hardly a bolt from a clear blue sky. Relations between the US and Cuba had 
steadily deteriorated since Fidel Castro’s forces had taken power in the opening days of 
1959. The sources of friction between the two countries were simply too numerous for 
Castro to succeed in his aim of steering a middle course between East and West, as he 
had announced he would do shortly before the Batista regime fell. The revolutionaries’ 
economic and social goals could not do otherwise than challenge the dominating grip 
of the US on the Cuban economy. In addition, Cuba’s economy was mainly based on 
the production of sugar cane. Most was exported to the US. The resulting dependence 
was something from which Castro and his comrades had every intention of freeing 
their country.

The first signs of discord appeared within days of power falling into the hands 
of the bearded rebels. The American press expressed its outrage at the execution of 
some 200 of Batista’s henchmen. “How strange,” Castro remarked drily, “that the US 
couldn’t summon the same outrage when people were being executed by the tyrant 
they kept in power.”

Relations with Cuba’s northern neighbour continued to worsen as Castro’s admin-
istration took the first steps to implement agrarian reform, the cornerstone of the 
new government’s social and economic programme. Washington retaliated to the 
nationalization of US company assets in Cuba by ordering stringent measures aimed 
at undermining the Castro regime. Instead these measures drove the Cubans ever 

1 U Thant, View from the UN, Doubleday & Co, New York, 1978, p. 155.
2 The US armed forces were put on the highest state of alert possible in peacetime. The country’s vast 

array of nuclear and thermonuclear weaponry – missiles, strategic bombers patrolling the vicinity 
of Soviet airspace as well as others on the ground, submarines with nuclear-armed Polaris mis-
siles – were all placed on hair-trigger alert. Less is known about Soviet action, but there is every 
reason to assume that Soviet armed forces were also on maximum alert.
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further into the Soviet embrace, which in turn made Washington even more hostile 
towards the new government.

On New Year’s Day 1960, Anastas Mikoyan, a top official of the Soviet Communist 
Party, opened an exhibition in Havana on the USSR. He signed the Soviet Union’s 
first economic cooperation agreement with Cuba, under which his country undertook 
to purchase a fifth of Cuba’s sugar production.

Two months later, a French cargo ship loaded with explosive weapons blew up in 
Havana harbour. The next day, Castro gave a virulent speech in which, without naming 
the US, he accused American agents of having sabotaged the vessel.

The following July, property in Cuba belonging to big American companies was 
nationalized. A week later, Nikita Khrushchev announced that the USSR was prepared 
to buy any Cuban sugar that the United States did not want. The previous day, he had 
stated that Soviet artillery could back up the rifles of the Cuban people in the event 
that Washington’s forces of aggression dared launch an attack on Cuba. US President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower retorted that the US would not allow a regime dominated by 
international Communism to be set up in Cuba. The following September, dressed 
in olive-drab combat fatigues, Fidel Castro addressed the UN General Assembly and 
gave one of the marathon speeches for which he was noted. It amounted to a lengthy 
indictment of US policy in Latin America.

The US Congress adopted a series of measures to place a total embargo on imports 
from and exports to Cuba.

In December, Ernesto “Che” Guevara – an Argentine doctor considered the leading 
communist among the Cuban leaders – ended a tour of Eastern Europe in Moscow, 
where he signed a new economic cooperation deal with the USSR.

Early in January 1961, a few weeks before John Kennedy took office, diplomatic rela-
tions between the US and Cuba were severed. An armed confrontation seemed at hand.

And inevitably, on 17 April, a group of Cuban exiles – trained and equipped by the 
CIA – landed on the Cuban coast, at a place called the Bay of Pigs. They were persuaded 
that the island’s population was just waiting for an opportunity to revolt and that the 
Cuban armed forces would disintegrate, as Batista’s army had two years previously. But 
the operation was a total fiasco, a humiliating defeat for Washington and, in particular, 
for the new president. Over a hundred invaders were killed in the fighting and some 
1,200 captured. Cuba’s leaders viewed this event as proof of Washington’s desire to 
overthrow them by force. They had no doubt that the US would attempt to avenge 
this disaster. This conviction led them to seek military backing from the Soviet Union.

In January 1962, Cuba was expelled from the Organization of American States. 
The growing tensions between Cuba and the United States must be set against the 
background of a deteriorating international situation and growing enmity between the 
Soviet and Western blocs over Berlin, the former Belgian Congo and South-East Asia.

The previous June, the recently inaugurated US president had had a summit meeting 
in Vienna with the Soviet leader. Khrushchev reiterated his desire to conclude a sep-
arate peace with East Germany before the end of the year and to do away with West 
Berlin’s special status. The meeting was unproductive and Khrushchev was left with 
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the impression that Kennedy was a novice, naïve and inexperienced. Given the sum-
mit’s failure to produce an agreement, both Moscow and Washington increased their 
military spending and both warned of the risk of war, each blaming the other for this 
unhappy state of affairs.

On 13 August, Berliners awoke to find their city separated into two parts by a 
wall. For the next three and a half decades, the wall would symbolize the division of 
Germany and indeed of the world.

Two weeks later, the Soviet Union resumed its nuclear testing, which it had 
suspended over three years previously. In late October, Khrushchev informed the 
22nd Congress of the Soviet Communist Party that the USSR had just exploded the 
most powerful bomb ever, equivalent to 50 million tonnes of TNT or, to put it another 
way, more than all the explosives used by all the belligerents in the Second World War 
combined. This new bomb was almost 3,500 times more powerful than the weapon 
that had destroyed Hiroshima.

With the situation in South-East Asia steadily deteriorating, Kennedy decided in 
December to raise to 15,000 the number of American “advisers” in South Vietnam. He 
thus caused the US to take a further step into a conflict from which it would emerge 
only 12 years later, defeated.

Two months later, in February 1962, both the US and Great Britain resumed 
nuclear testing, to which the USSR responded by testing ever more terrifying bombs.

In April, American missiles became operational in Turkey and Italy. That same 
month, Khrushchev suggested to Castro that Soviet missiles be installed in Cuba.

Meanwhile, the cracks in the relationship between the USSR and China were 
growing, and becoming too numerous to hide. They were now rivals, and a serious 
break seemed inevitable. Never since World War Two had the international climate 
been more poisoned, more charged with menace.

In a speech to the NATO Council (Athens, May 1962), Defense Secretary Robert 
McNamara presented the United States’s new strategy, which was to replace the 
Eisenhower administration’s policy of massive nuclear retaliation with one of flexible 
graduated response. This announcement did nothing, however, to ease the growing 
international tensions.

In July, Fidel Castro’s brother, Raul, the country’s defence minister, concluded a 
military cooperation agreement in Moscow. Two months later, following a visit by 
Che Guevara, the Soviet Union announced that it was stepping up military aid to Cuba 
to help it resist “imperialist aggression”. A week later, in response to outraged reaction 
from the US, the Soviets clarified that “our nuclear weapons are extremely powerful 
and we have missiles quite adequate to deliver them. We therefore have no need of 
launch facilities outside our borders.” This attempt to camouflage the nature of the 
systems being set up in Cuba failed to mollify the US, which warned Moscow against 
sending any offensive weapons to Cuba. Kennedy then asked Congress to give him the 
authority to call up 15,000 reservists if need be. The mounting tension between the US 
and both Cuba and the Soviet Union was moving the world ever closer to the global 
war that everyone feared and for which the superpowers were ceaselessly preparing.
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After the launch pads had been discovered and Kennedy had decided on the US 
response, it was announced that the quarantine would take effect on 24 October at 10am 
Washington time. That same day, U Thant, the UN’s ad interim secretary-general,3 dis-
tributed to the Security Council copies of the urgent appeal he had just sent to Kennedy 
and Khrushchev, asking for a moratorium of two to three weeks during which the 
Soviet Union would suspend all arms shipments to Cuba and the US would suspend the 
searching of ships bound for the island. The proposal involved international monitoring.

The world held its breath for days during which the slightest incident could spark 
the ultimate conflagration. On the 25th, U Thant renewed his appeal. At the Security 
Council, US Ambassador Adlai Stevenson displayed, and explained the meaning of, 
aerial photos taken of Soviet launch pads in Cuba. He engaged in exchanges of rare 
bitterness with Soviet Ambassador Valerian Zorin.

The next day, a Soviet representative unofficially asked the US whether it would 
commit itself to not invading Cuba in exchange for the withdrawal of the Soviet mis-
siles. Meanwhile, Radio Moscow proposed a simultaneous withdrawal of US missiles 
from Turkey and Soviet missiles from Cuba.

Kennedy made known that the US would undertake not to invade Cuba and 
would end the quarantine if the launch pads were dismantled under efficacious inter-
national monitoring.

On Saturday the 27th, an American U2 spy plane penetrated Cuban airspace – appar-
ently inadvertently – which raised tensions to fever pitch. Then, the same day, another 
U2 entered Cuban airspace and was shot down above the island, killing the pilot. US 
intelligence services reported that a Soviet tanker was preparing to run the blockade 
and that Soviet diplomats in Washington and New York had begun destroying their 
files in the expectation of war. It was obvious to both sides that the slightest misstep 
could cause the situation to spiral out of control and trigger a nuclear war.

Finally, on 28 October, Khrushchev agreed to dismantle the launch pads and to 
withdraw offensive weapons from Cuba – all under international monitoring – and 
Kennedy declared this to be a major contribution to the cause of world peace. 
Nevertheless, Kennedy ordered that the quarantine be maintained. U Thant asked 
the US government to end its blockade but his request was refused: the blockade would 
be lifted only after the missiles had actually been withdrawn from Cuba under inter-
national monitoring.4

3 U Thant, who began as a teacher, entered the civil service after Burmese independence. In 1957, he 
became Burma’s representative to the United Nations. Following Dag Hammarskjold’s sudden death 
in September 1961, he was appointed the UN’s acting secretary-general. After the Cuban Missile 
Crisis, he was formally appointed secretary-general and served until 1971. A Buddhist by upbringing 
and a committed neutralist, U Thant strove to strengthen the position of non-aligned Member States 
of the UN. He died in New York in 1974. His memoirs were published posthumously under the 
title View from the UN.

4 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 1962, pp. 19057–19071. L. Chang and P. Kornbluh (eds), The 
Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962: A National Security Archive Document Reader, rev. ed., The New Press, 
New York, 1998. A.M. Schlesinger, A Thousand Days: John F. Kennedy in the White House, Fawcett 
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The key to resolving the crisis now lay in an agreement on the monitoring of the 
dismantling of missiles and launch pads. Diplomatic efforts therefore focused on this 
subject. The consent of the Cuban authorities was required, though it would later 
emerge that they had not been consulted about the Soviet decision to withdraw the 
missiles. U Thant travelled to Havana on the last two days of October to try to per-
suade Castro to accept the presence of UN inspectors on Cuban territory, but in vain. 
Castro opposed international inspectors on the grounds, he said, that the verifica-
tion was intended solely to humiliate the Cuban government and people. He opposed 
any inspection of ships in Cuban ports but said that if the Soviet Union agreed to 
its ships being inspected on the high seas, that was its affair. U Thant returned to 
New York empty-handed; he was accompanied by his entire delegation, including the 
military advisers who had gone with him to discuss the inspection process with the 
Cuban authorities.5

This turn of events seemed to render a fundamental part of the agreement between 
Washington and Moscow unachievable. U Thant reported on his mission to the 
Security Council on 31 October and, the next day, the US announced the resumption 
of the quarantine, which had been lifted during the secretary-general’s visit to Cuba. 
Military forces on both sides remained at maximum alert.6

Since Castro’s firm rejection had precluded for the moment any monitored dis-
mantling of the missile sites, efforts to resolve the crisis now focused on the issue of 
the quarantine. In this connection, the United Nations turned to the ICRC.

ICRC action

UN appeals to ICRC

Just before he left for Havana on 29 October, U Thant (acting with the consent of the 
US and the USSR) gave Piero Spinelli, director of the UN’s European headquarters, 
the task of approaching the ICRC for its assistance in the process of boarding ships 
bound for Cuba, for the purpose of ensuring that they contained no weapons consid-
ered offensive in nature.7

Publications, Greenwich (Conn.), 1967, pp. 726–769. U Thant, pp. 154–194, 460–471. A. Fontaine, 
Histoire de la guerre froide, Fayard, Paris, 1971, Vol. II, pp. 483–514, 556.

5 U Thant, pp. 177–190.
6 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 1963, p. 19238.
7 “I then had the UN office in Geneva contact the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), 

and that same afternoon received the reply that ICRC would undertake the assignment, but only, of 
course, with the consent of the Cuban government” (U Thant, p. 180). U Thant dates the contact 
as 29 October, while ICRC records place it on 30 October. However, given the time difference, the 
night of the 29th in New York could well have been early in the morning of the 30th in Geneva. It is 
also possible that some time elapsed between when U Thant instructed Spinelli to contact the ICRC 
and when the communication took place. In his article “Paul Ruegger – Envoyé extraordinaire de 
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Early the next morning, Spinelli met with ICRC President Léopold Boissier and 
gave him a confidential note summarizing the instructions he had received from U 
Thant. The note read as follows:

1. A major difficulty has arisen regarding the “quarantine” which, though the USSR has 
agreed to suspend its arms deliveries to Cuba, the Washington government shows no 
signs of being prepared to lift (barring the two days during which Secretary-General 
U Thant visits Havana). The main reason for the US refusal is the impossibility of 
verifying Moscow’s statement that it has suspended arms deliveries.

2. During talks yesterday between U Thant and representatives of the countries concerned, 
a proposal was made that cargo be inspected according to a procedure agreed to by all 
and that the inspectors belong to a trusted international organization. Naturally, the 
first organization that came to mind was the International Red Cross.

3. We believe that it is crucial to solve this problem. In addition to the humanitarian 
concerns thrown up by political and military eventualities, it must be borne in mind 
that failure to find a solution could result in prolongation and expansion of the “quar-
antine”, which in turn could have a serious effect on food supplies, medical supplies and 
other items essential to the welfare of Cuba’s civilian population. U Thant therefore asks 
whether the Red Cross could consider granting its cooperation along the following lines:

l’humanité”, Melchior Borsinger, (President Boissier’s adviser who was heavily involved in the ICRC’s 
response to the crisis – he accompanied Ruegger on his mission to New York), states that U Thant 
contacted Boissier directly: “It was at 4am on 31 October 1962 that U Thant asked Léopold Boissier, 
who was president at the time, for the ICRC’s support in inspecting the vessels bound for Cuba and 
therefore subject to the US blockade” (from Paul Ruegger, Druck A. Schudel & Co, Riehen/Basel, 
1977, pp. 155–162, ad p. 159 – in French). Ruegger, also a key participant in the ICRC’s response, 
corroborates Borsinger’s account, writing, “Thant, who was an excellent man, first-rate and very 
shrewd, was no doubt distraught at the catastrophe he saw coming. He telephoned Boissier in the 
middle of the night, and when he finally reached him, told him that a grave situation was at hand 
and he was asking the Red Cross for help. And then Mr Spinelli, who was at that time the direc-
tor-general of the United Nations Office in Geneva, came to find President Boissier to back up the 
secretary-general’s extreme concern” (ICRC Archives, ACICR, B G 014, Oral History, interview 
with Paul Ruegger, 8–10 March 1988, transcription, p. 62, in French). The story of the secretary-gen-
eral’s middle-of-the-night phone call to the ICRC president had already become commonly accepted 
as fact at the ICRC by the time the authors of this work joined the organization – well before the 
publication of Borsinger’s account. It bears noting, though, that neither in Boissier’s presentation 
to the ICRC Assembly nor in U Thant’s memoirs was there mention of a telephone conversation. 
Nevertheless, U Thant writes that, that same day, he was informed that the ICRC had agreed to 
accept the task on condition that the Cuban government consent to the inspections, a far more 
definitive response than that which Boissier reported giving to Spinelli. It is thus not impossible 
that there was indeed a telephone call but that both participants preferred not to make it known to 
third parties, particularly given that the call took place following Gallopin’s offer of assistance to the 
UN on 25 October. Gallopin had acted with Boissier’s approval, but Boissier had not yet informed 
the ICRC’s governing body of the contact.
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(a) provide some 30 inspectors whose task would be to inspect the cargo of ships bound for 
Cuba and ensure that it contained no weapons;

(b) the choice of these inspectors would be entirely up to the Red Cross;

(c) appropriate terms of service would be set out by the United Nations, which would also 
bear all costs and provide all needed administrative and other services;

(d) the inspectors would go first to New York to receive detailed instructions and, from there, 
proceed to the posts assigned to them by the United Nations;

(e) the inspectors would not be asked to remain on the mission for more than one month.8

Boissier read the note and told Spinelli immediately that the ICRC could not consider 
the request unless all three parties – Cuba, the Soviet Union and the US – joined in 
asking it to do so. He added that he himself could not give an authoritative response 
without consulting the ICRC Assembly, which was meeting the next day.9

If the three parties did ask the ICRC to act, this would place it in an extremely 
difficult position. On one hand, the UN would then wish to assign the organization 
a task well outside the framework of its traditional humanitarian mission. On the 
other hand, the ICRC could scarcely refuse since world peace and the very survival of 
humanity were at stake.

In both its public statements and its internal documents relating to this episode, the 
ICRC has invariably presented U Thant’s initiative as being exclusively the UN’s idea, 
as if it had caught the ICRC completely unawares.10 And this has been the steadfast 
narrative of ICRC history.11

8 ACICR, B AG 200 060-011, letter (in French) from the United Nations in Geneva to the ICRC 
president, 30 October 1962. Borsinger, pp. 158–159.

9 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 31 October and 1 November 1962, p. 4.
10 “The discussions, following the unexpected request from the United Nations…” ibid., p. 14. “UN 

Secretary-General U Thant, acting with the consent of the United States and the USSR, asked the 
ICRC for its help in inspecting ships on their way to Cuba”, ACICR, B AG 200 060-011, note 
from ICRC President Boissier to Paul Ruegger, 5 November 1962. “Mr Thant, Acting Secretary-
General of the United Nations, with the agreement of the United States of America and of the Soviet 
Union, has requested the International Committee of the Red Cross in Geneva for its assistance … 
visiting vessels on the high seas bound for Cuba”, “The ICRC and the Cuban question”, ICRC press 
release No. 770b, 5 November 1962. “As the ICRC reported in its two press releases dated 5 and 
13 November, Mr Thant, secretary-general of the United Nations, asked for the ICRC to undertake 
inspections of the ships on their way to Cuba”, ACICR, B AG 200 060-012, etc.

11 “At the beginning of November, 1962, Mr. Thant, Acting Secretary-General of the United 
Nations, with the agreement of the United States of America and of the Soviet Union, requested 
the International Committee of the Red Cross in Geneva for its assistance by visiting vessels 
bound for Cuba”, “The International Committee of the Red Cross and the Cuban Crisis”, IRRC, 
No. 528, December 1962, pp. 653–657. “On October 30, U Thant, Secretary-General of the United 
Nations, acting with the consent of the USA and the USSR, appealed to the ICRC in Geneva for 
assistance in the inspection of vessels bound for Cuba”, ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 31.



430 part vi. from the berlin wall to the cuban missile crisis

Thanks to the work of the historian Thomas Fischer, however, we now know that 
this was not the case. On 25 October, ICRC Executive Director Roger Gallopin was 
stopping over in New York on his way back from a mission to Latin America. At 
UN headquarters, he met with UN Under-Secretary-General Martin Hill, a figure 
quite familiar to the ICRC.12 Gallopin told him, off the record, that President Boissier 
wished him to know that the ICRC was prepared to assist U Thant in any measures 
the secretary-general found useful.

This offer was forwarded the next day to the secretary-general’s chief of staff: “Mr 
Gallopin, Delegate General [sic] of the International Committee of the Red Cross, 
came to see me yesterday evening. He … had been asked by Mr Boissier, President of 
the International Red Cross [sic], to convey to us informally the Committee’s readiness 
and desire to help the Secretary-General in any way in its power, should the need arise. 
I thanked him and promised to convey this kind message.”13

This offer was soon taken up. The day after the Gallopin-Hill meeting, U Thant met 
separately with the Soviet and US representatives to try to find a way out of the crisis. 
The secretary-general informed Valerian Zorin that the US was prepared to suspend the 
blockade for several weeks provided that adequate measures were taken to guarantee 
that no ships arrived in Cuba with weapons aboard. The monitoring required could be 
carried out on the high seas or in port by UN inspectors, by inspectors from neutral 
countries or by the ICRC.14

U Thant renewed these proposals at new meetings with the Soviet and US repre-
sentatives three days later. His purpose was to find ways to monitor the dismantling 
of the Soviet missile sites while inspecting ships bound for Cuba. Khrushchev had 
dispatched his deputy foreign minister, Vassily Kuznetsov, to help resolve the crisis. U 
Thant told him there were three possibilities for inspecting Soviet ships: the US navy, 
nationals of neutral countries, and the ICRC.15 Kuznetsov replied that his government 
would accept inspection of Soviet ships by ICRC delegates.16 The US consented to this, 
provided that all inspectors were of Swiss nationality.17

It was after these meetings with U Thant that the note was sent to the ICRC.

12 Having begun his work with the League of Nations in 1927, Martin Hill was a key official at the 
1945 San Francisco Conference, which adopted the United Nations Charter. He became part of 
the new organization. For many years he served as the deputy head of the Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs before becoming the secretary-general’s representative to the specialized agencies.

13 Memorandum from Martin Hill, deputy under-secretary, to C. V. Narasimhan, the secretary-general’s 
chief of staff, 26 October 1962, in Chadwyck-Healey Inc. & The National Security Archives (eds), 
Documents on the Cuban Missile Crisis 1962, microfiche collection, Chadwyck-Healey, Alexandria, 
1990, document 1392, cited by T. Fischer in “The ICRC and the 1962 Cuban missile crisis”, IRRC, 
No. 842, June 2001, p. 294. Many thanks go to Thomas Fischer, who pointed out several important 
documents pertaining to the ICRC’s work during the Cuban Missile Crisis that were not available in 
the ICRC’s archives. NB: Roger Gallopin was not a delegate-general but the ICRC’s executive-director.

14 Fischer, pp. 294–295.
15 Ibid., pp. 298–299.
16 Ibid., U Thant, pp. 179–180.
17 Fischer, p. 299.



 cuban missile crisis (1962) 431

Debate within the ICRC Assembly

When Piero Spinelli delivered U Thant’s request, ICRC President Boissier told him 
that he could not reply without first consulting the Committee itself. Fortunately, a 
plenary meeting was scheduled for the afternoon of the next day.

But even that was not soon enough for Boissier. The next day at 6am, he called his 
adviser, Melchior Borsinger, and instructed him to call all ICRC members and ask them 
to arrive six hours earlier for an extraordinary meeting at the end of the morning. In 
order to achieve maximum discretion, he summoned them to the Cercle de la Terrasse, 
a very exclusive club close to the university and the old town. Borsinger did so, reading 
aloud to each member the UN message, which Boissier had dictated to him over the 
phone. The meeting began at 11am, with Boissier exhorting the members to ensure that 
not a word of their deliberations leaked out. It paused for lunch at 1:30pm and resumed 
at 4:30pm, this time at ICRC headquarters, to continue discussing the UN request.18

In his opening remarks, Boissier told the Assembly that he had explained to Spinelli 
that the ICRC could consider the UN request only if it was also asked to do so by 
the three parties involved: Cuba, the Soviet Union and the US. He quoted part of 
the fundamental principles that had been adopted the previous year by the Council 
of Delegates: “The Red Cross … promotes mutual understanding … cooperation and 
lasting peace amongst all peoples.” He stressed that this was the gravest emergency that 
mankind had faced since the Munich Crisis of 1938 and that no less was at stake than 
world peace. Finally, he pointed out that if the ICRC accepted the request, it would be 
engaging in a completely new type of activity, but one that was endorsed by the funda-
mental principles. If, by contrast, it refused, “the world may well accuse the ICRC – if 
the worst were to happen – of shying away at the moment of truth, of not doing 
everything in its power to help remove the threat of war menacing humanity itself ”.

18 ACICR, B G 014, Oral History, interview (in French) with Melchior Borsinger, 22 and 23 June 
1989, transcription, pp. 182–184. It remains impossible to find a summary of the proceedings of the 
off-site meeting. Minutes of the ordinary plenary meeting of Wednesday 31 October and Thursday 
1 November 1962 note the meeting as beginning at 4:30pm. Nothing in the report gives any reason 
to believe that the ordinary meeting had been preceded by an extraordinary one held away from the 
ICRC. But it is clear that the report on the open meeting is the (very condensed) summary of an 
arduous discussion that went on for many hours. Given the importance of maintaining confidentiality 
regarding not only the contents of the deliberations but the very fact of their having taken place, an 
off-site meeting does not seem implausible. Furthermore, it is not uncommon for the outcome of an 
in camera meeting to be recorded in the minutes of an open meeting so that those responsible for 
executing the decision might refer back to them. In any case, in an interview on 12 August 2009, 
Dietrich Schindler, who took part in the meeting, confirmed that the Committee had conducted an 
extraordinary meeting at Cercle de la Terrasse to discuss the request from the UN secretary-general. 
He thus corroborated the essential details of Borsinger’s account. (ACICR, B AI 522, internal note: 
“Crise des missiles de Cuba, séance extra muros du Comité le 31 October 1962 au Cercle de la Terrasse”, 
13 August 2009). In the absence of written evidence of the deliberations at the Cercle de la Terrasse, 
this account relies on the summary of the proceedings of the open meeting, except at the point noted, 
where Borsinger’s account is given. It is clear that the report summarizes the discussion in its entirety.
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Since UN officials in Geneva were not empowered to negotiate with the ICRC in 
this matter, Boissier suggested that a high-ranking ICRC official be sent to New York 
to explore with U Thant the UN request. For this important mission only one name 
came to people’s minds: former ICRC President Paul Ruegger.19

Concluding his remarks, Boissier reiterated “the absolutely irrevocable nature and 
incalculable magnitude” of the decision that must be taken, and exhorted his colleagues 
to carefully weigh the pros and cons of a decision that would have historic dimensions.20

It is interesting to note that, from what the minutes show, Boissier made no mention 
of Roger Gallopin’s meeting with Martin Hill on 25 October or of any possible previous 
contacts.21 He spoke in such a way as to leave the impression that a decision needed to 
be taken as to whether the ICRC should agree to a request from the UN secretary-gen-
eral – not whether it should agree to a request that the ICRC had itself invited.22

A wide-ranging debate ensued. It lasted through the evening and resumed the next 
morning, 1 November. Three bodies of opinion emerged.

Some felt that if the ICRC accepted, it would “go well beyond its role, or rather the 
framework of its activities, which must always be strictly limited to matters of purely 
humanitarian concern, work to help people directly affected by open armed conflict or 
other serious and widespread violence”. These members feared that the organization’s 

19 Formerly the Swiss ambassador to Italy and then to the United Kingdom, Ruegger served as president 
of the ICRC from 1948 to 1955.

20 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 31 October and 1 November 1962, 
pp. 4–5. Fischer, p. 301.

21 Although the minutes are not verbatim, one could reasonably imagine that Boissier did not inform his 
colleagues of his actions. No reference is made to them during the debates nor in any later documents, 
and, within the ICRC, there was a general sense of having been caught off guard by the call. At the 
time, the origin of the request was the object of much speculation. Some newspapers suggested that 
the decision to ask for the ICRC’s assistance was a Soviet ploy to withdraw under the cover of human-
itarian efforts. In his memoir, U Thant writes that Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister Vasili Kuznetsov 
informed him on 29 October 1962 that his government preferred responsibility for inspecting the 
ships being given to the ICRC (p. 180). Others believed that it was U Thant himself who had thought 
to approach the ICRC. In his report on his mission to New York, Ruegger stated that the plan was in 
fact concocted by Ralph Bunche, the UN under-secretary-general, who had come to know the ICRC 
well during the first Arab-Israeli conflict. Still others attribute it to Platon Morozov, the USSR’s deputy 
representative to the UN in New York, who had encountered the ICRC while participating in the 
1949 diplomatic conference in Geneva and declared himself in favour of the choice of the ICRC to 
appoint the team of inspectors. Based on the documentation available today, Fischer concludes that it 
was U Thant himself who made the proposal: “As the documents clearly indicate, it was the Secretary-
General who came up with the proposal to consider the ICRC’s help in this matter” (Fischer, p. 296). 
However, it is now clear that U Thant had acted on the basis of Gallopin’s offer of 25 October. It was 
therefore clearly the ICRC that took the initiative to offer its services to the UN. “The document 
cited above hints that it was the President of the ICRC, Léopold Boissier, himself who inspired the 
Secretary-General’s idea to make use of the ICRC’s good offices in the crisis,” writes Fischer (p. 296).

22 Roger Gallopin, who had not yet returned from New York, did not participate in the plenary meet-
ings of 31 October and 1 November. In his report to the Presidential Council on his mission to the 
US during the meeting of 12 November, Gallopin, if one is to believe the minutes, did not breathe 
a word of his contacts with the UN.
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humanitarian mandate would be compromised if it agreed to take part in an operation 
meant to facilitate a political resolution of the crisis.

Others felt that “the ICRC must never refuse to make available its good offices so 
as to promote peace and prevent war”. For their part, these members feared that, were 
the ICRC to refuse, it would leave itself open to the accusation that it had failed to 
act when world peace and even human survival were at stake.

A third group felt that before the ICRC took a decision, it should dispatch a mis-
sion of inquiry to New York. It should ascertain the details of the operation, in order 
to ensure that effective monitoring would be possible in the first place and that all the 
maritime powers trading with Cuba would agree to the inspections.23

If one is to believe the account of Melchior Borsinger, who wrote the minutes, it was 
Dietrich Schindler – emerging from his customary reserve – who tipped the balance 
in the direction desired by President Boissier. Schindler’s argument was as simple as it 
was irrefutable: if the crisis led to thermonuclear war, the framework for ICRC action 
would simply cease to exist.24 Schindler’s statement stopped in their tracks those urging 
the ICRC to reject the UN request in order to protect the ICRC’s mandate.

Nevertheless, the Assembly made it quite clear that if no other neutral interme-
diary was available and the ICRC accepted this task as a means of promoting peace, 
its independence – vis-à-vis the UN as well as all other parties – needed to be clearly 
stated and respected.

At Boissier’s suggestion, the Assembly voted to send Paul Ruegger to New York 
in order to question U Thant closely about the request. However, since the UN sec-
retary-general had already obtained the consent of Moscow and Washington, it was 
decided that Ruegger should leave only once Cuba’s consent had also been secured.

It was further decided that the ICRC itself could not possibly accept responsibility 
for inspecting all ships headed for Cuba. The most it could do would be to act on the 
UN’s behalf and recruit and train a body of Swiss nationals who would carry out this 
task with the greatest possible independence.25

23 They grappled with, among other things, the great unknown that was the People’s Republic of China, 
which remained excluded from the UN and with which the ICRC had practically no contact at the 
time. It was only in 1971 that the country was allowed to occupy China’s seat at the UN.

24 “The Committee really could not come to a decision. One sensed that each of the members was aware 
of the urgency yet was also torn. I truly believe that. They were all torn, as I was on certain matters, and 
they could not come to a decision. It was – miracle of miracles – the least talkative of the Committee 
members who for once opened his mouth: Dietrich Schindler! I remember the moment as if it were 
yesterday. He said, ‘I have listened to all of you, and my view is this: here we are with the world on the 
brink of thermonuclear catastrophe. If that happens, it will be all over for humanity – there will no 
longer be any field of endeavour at all for the Red Cross. In these exceptional circumstances, the ICRC 
has no choice but to say yes.’ His words were greeted with applause.” (ACICR, B G 014, interview with 
Melchior Borsinger, p. 184.) Schindler, a pre-eminent scholar of international public law, a professor 
at the University of Zurich, and a member of the Institute of International Law and of the Permanent 
Court of Arbitration, was a member of the ICRC from 1961 to 1973 and from 1980 to 1994.

25 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 31 October and 1 November 1962, 
pp. 4–9. ICRC press release No. 770b, 5 November 1962.
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Two days later, the UN informed the ICRC that while the Cuban government 
refused the presence of ICRC delegates on its territory, it had no objection to the 
organization carrying out inspections on the high seas.26

Meanwhile in New York, news of the UN’s request and the ICRC’s acceptance in 
principle had leaked to the media. The ICRC decided to clarify the situation by means 
of a press release, which stressed that the UN secretary-general had, with American 
and Soviet consent, approached the ICRC to request its help in inspecting ships 
approaching Cuba. It further pointed out that it had been informed by the UN of 
Cuban consent for such inspections.

The ICRC conceded that the task lay outside its traditional and treaty-based tasks. 
For the sake of peace – one of the Red Cross “principles of action” – however, it had 
agreed to assist the UN. It stressed that this could not be done without the consent 
of the three parties concerned. Nor could the ICRC shoulder “direct responsibility 
for the proposed operation, which must remain within the competence of the United 
Nations and the States concerned”. It pointed out that its task would consist mainly 
in recruiting the inspectors, and that the inspections themselves would have to be in 
keeping with general Red Cross principles.

In conclusion, the ICRC stated that its former president was proceeding to New 
York to gather more information from both the UN and the States concerned, and 
that its ultimate decision would depend on his findings.27

The next day, Paul Ruegger and Melchior Borsinger flew to New York.28

The Ruegger mission

The two arrived in the early afternoon of 6 November. A scant two hours after they 
had walked off the aircraft they were being received at UN headquarters by U Thant, 
flanked by high-ranking staff, for a lengthy meeting.29 The next day, accompanied by 
Under-Secretary-General Omar Loutfi, they held separate meetings with representatives 
of Cuba, the Soviet Union and the United States. More meetings followed the day after, 

26 ACICR, B AG 200 060-011, letter from UN under-secretary-general Pier Pasquale Spinelli, repre-
senting the secretary-general, to the president of the ICRC, 3 November 1962 (in French).

27 ICRC press release No. 770b.
28 Given the nature of the missile crisis and the urgency of the UN’s appeal to the ICRC, it is rather 

surprising that Ruegger and Borsinger did not leave for New York until 6 November. As early as 
3 November, the UN had informed the ICRC that the Cuban government had assented to the 
inspections, meaning that the ICRC’s condition had been met, and its representatives could have 
left for New York the next day. The documents available in the ICRC archives give no hint as to the 
reason for the 48-hour delay, which must almost certainly have been due to the uncertainty sur-
rounding a situation that was evolving from one hour to the next and, perhaps, to the upset caused 
in New York by the leaks about the mission that were emerging.

29 ACICR, A PV PL, document SP 362: “Rapport de M. l’Ambassadeur Paul Ruegger sur sa mission 
auprès du secrétaire général des Nations-Unies à New York du 6 au 11 novembre 1962. Établissement 
d’une procédure de vérification des cargaisons à destination de ce pays”, 12 November 1962, p. 2.
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and again on 10 November with senior UN officials and diplomats from Cuba, France, 
the United Kingdom, the US and the USSR. U Thant’s chief of staff had assigned the 
ICRC an office on the 38th floor of the UN building,30 a token of the importance the 
UN attached to the Ruegger mission.

These meetings resulted in the following agreement:
• the ICRC would assemble a team of some 30 inspectors, none of them ICRC dele-

gates, which would be placed under UN authority
• the red cross emblem would not be used
• under no circumstances would the team’s inspections be allowed to result in use 

of force
• should team members be prevented from carrying out their inspections, they would 

confine themselves to informing the head of the team head
• the UN would have responsibility for negotiating acceptance of the inspections 

with all States under whose flag ships were sailing towards Cuba
• the rules governing the inspections must be in accordance with Red Cross principles
• the UN secretary-general agreed to grant the team great autonomy in its work.31

The ICRC Assembly held an extraordinary meeting on 12 November to hear Paul 
Ruegger’s report and decide what, if any, action to take. Ultimately the ICRC con-
firmed its availability.32

In the interval, however, the crisis was being resolved by the superpowers. On 
7 November, the White House announced that the US and USSR had agreed that 
US navy vessels would approach Soviet ships leaving Cuban waters to count the missiles 
being withdrawn.33 The following day, five departing Soviet ships (two of which had 
missiles on board) were stopped by US warships and inspected by US personnel in 
helicopters hovering overhead.34 Action by neutral inspectors was no longer necessary, 

30 ACICR, B AG 251 071-010, letter from C.V. Narasimham, the UN secretary-general’s chief of staff, 
to Paul Ruegger, 6 November 1962. The secretary-general’s office and those of his closest colleagues 
were on the 38th floor of the “glass palace”.

31 ACICR, B AG 200 060-011, telegrams from Paul Ruegger to the ICRC, 7, 8 and 10 November 1962; 
note (in French) from Paul Ruegger to UN under-secretary-general Omar Loutfi, 8 November 1962; 
letter and enclosed memorandum from UN Secretary-General U Thant to Paul Ruegger, 9 November 
1962; letter and enclosed memorandum from Constantin A. Stavropoulos, United Nations legal 
counsel, to Paul Ruegger, 12 November 1962. ACICR, A PV PL, document SP 362.

32 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, extraordinary meeting of 12 November 
1962, pp. 1–3 and appendix. ACICR, B AG 200 060, press release No. 773b, 13 November 1962. 
IRRC, No. 528, December 1962, pp. 653–657. ICRC Annual Report 1962, pp. 31–35.

33 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 1963, p. 19239.
34 Ibid. Fischer, pp. 303–304. Fischer writes that the US and the USSR briefly considered requesting 

that the ICRC inspect not only the Soviet ships heading for Cuba but also those returning to the 
USSR with the missiles that had been retrieved. However, the proposal was never communicated 
to the secretary-general, and certainly not to the ICRC. Fischer, p. 303, note 63.
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and on 13 November the UN announced that the plan agreed with the ICRC would be 
“kept in abeyance”.35 A week later, Kennedy announced that Khrushchev had assured 
him that all Soviet Ilyushin IL-28 bombers would be withdrawn from Cuba within a 
month. The president thereupon declared that the US blockade would be lifted.36 Three 
days later, U Thant wrote a letter to Boissier thanking the ICRC for sending Ruegger 
to New York and observing that, with the blockade now lifted, the ICRC’s help was 
no longer needed.37 Humanity had survived the Cuban Missile Crisis unscathed.

Circular

Leaks to the media in New York made the UN request and the Ruegger mission known 
to the public almost as soon as they occurred. Matching the passions aroused by a crisis 
of such extreme gravity, the reaction to this news ran the gamut from hearty approval 
to uncompromising condemnation.38

Private individuals sent telegrams to the ICRC either to warmly congratulate it 
for accepting this exceptional and difficult task39 or to protest vehemently against its 
allowing itself to be drawn onto political and military territory.40 Willy Bretscher, the 
influential editor-in-chief of the Neue Zürcher Zeitung, wrote a long letter to the ICRC 
in which he warned it of the dangers involved in accepting such a mission. It would, 
he wrote, place itself squarely in the crossfire of the increasingly violent East-West con-
flicts.41 The Queen of Sweden called the Swedish Red Cross to say that the National 
Society must protest to the ICRC if it accepted such a difficult and risky task.42

Friedrich Traugott Wahlen, Switzerland’s foreign minister,43 told the ICRC president 
that the seven-member Swiss government unanimously felt that the ICRC should not 
agree to the UN request. The ICRC’s members learned this only on 6 December when 
the president informed them at a closed meeting of the Assembly. Unfortunately, the 

35 Ibid. Though the crisis was in the process of being resolved peacefully, at this point there remained 
broad scope for misunderstanding and hostility. From the UN’s viewpoint, it was therefore entirely 
reasonable to hold the ICRC plan in reserve.

36 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 1963, pp. 19239–19240. U Thant, p. 191.
37 ACICR, B AG 200 060-012, letter from U Thant to Léopold Boissier, 23 November 1962.
38 Fischer, pp. 305–306.
39 ACICR, B AG 200 060-012, telegram from Pierre Mérillon to the ICRC, 5 November 1962.
40 ACICR, B AG 200 060-012, telegram and letter from H.C. Gockinga to the ICRC, 4 and 

5 November 1962.
41 ACICR, B AG 200 060-012, letter (in German) from Willy Bretscher, member of the Swiss par-

liament and editor-in-chief of the Neue Zürcher Zeitung, to ICRC member Dietrich Schindler, 
7 November 1962.

42 ACICR, B AG 200 060-012, notes from telephone conversation between Baron Jan de Geer, head of 
the Foreign Relations Department at the Swedish Red Cross, and Melchior Borsinger, 5 November 
1962.

43 Or – as the post was termed in the singular nomenclature of Swiss ministries of that time – head 
of the Federal Political Department.
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minutes of this meeting do not reveal at what point or in what form the government’s view 
was made known to Boissier.44 This opinion would have been all the less welcome as the 
ICRC would have needed the federal authorities’ support in recruiting Swiss nationals to 
act as inspectors.45 Nothing in the ICRC archives, however, suggests that the Swiss gov-
ernment’s stand in any way affected the Assembly’s decision. Nor does anything suggest 
that Boissier informed his colleagues of the government’s views before the December 
meeting, by which time the Soviet missiles had long since been withdrawn from Cuba.

The ICRC took the government’s objections seriously enough that, once the crisis 
had passed, it asked its president to make a visit to the foreign ministry in Bern. After 
his visit, he reported to the Assembly in early January 1963. Boissier made clear that 
there were differences of opinion between the organization and the ministry. The 
minutes’ summary of their encounter was laconic: “The president explained the ICRC’s 
reasoning to Mr Wahlen and reminded him of the organization’s unshakeable devotion 
to the principle of neutrality. Mr Wahlen felt that, given its political aspect, a task of 
this nature would be better carried out by a neutral State.”46

But it was within the Red Cross itself that the response to the ICRC’s consent 
was the most charged with emotion. In countries such as France, West Germany, the 
Netherlands and Switzerland, Red Cross volunteers wrote letters of protest regarding 
what they considered this intolerable politicization of the Movement. Some even 
returned their membership cards to their National Societies as an act of protest.47 

44 “The head of the Political Department advised Mr Boissier that the Federal Council (i.e. the sev-
en-member Swiss government) unanimously recommended against the ICRC proceeding with the 
United Nation’s request. It seems that the Council’s disapproval was also conveyed to the American 
ambassador” (ACICR, A PV A HC, minutes of in camera Committee meetings, 6 December 1962, 
p. 3). Unfortunately, it was not possible to discover the date or means of this communication from the 
head of the Federal Political Department to the president of the ICRC. But there is good reason to 
think that Wahlen informed the ICRC of the Federal Council’s reservations as early as 1 November 
1962, since that was the day he notified the American ambassador to Switzerland (telegram from 
Ambassador Robert McKinney to the US secretary of state, 1 November 1962, cited in Fischer, 
pp. 305–306 and note 72). It is difficult to imagine that the head of the Political Department would 
have informed the US ambassador of the Council’s concerns regarding the proposed ICRC role 
without having first informed the ICRC itself. By Borsinger’s account, an acrimonious telephone 
conversation took place (ACICR, B G 014, interview of Melchior Borsinger, pp. 183, 194).

45 Given the nature of the mission with which the UN had entrusted it, the ICRC turned to the Federal 
Military Department for help in recruiting officers suited to the assignment, and a high-ranking 
officer was given the task of identifying candidates (ACICR, A PV CP: “Rapport du colonel com-
mandant de corps Gonard”, pp. 10–16, appended to Presidential Council minutes of 15 November 
1962; Presidential Council minutes, 22 November 1962, pp. 6–7, 29 November 1962, pp. 1–2).

46 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 10 January 1963, pp. 2–3.
47 ACICR, B AG 200 060-012, notes from telephone conversation between Jan de Geer and Melchior 

Borsinger, 5 November 1962; letter from M. Bettex, president, and Louis Vodoz, treasurer, of the 
Red Cross chapter and a first-aid team in La Tour-de-Peilz, Switzerland, 7 November 1962; letter 
from Marc Nicole, a French Red Cross official in Lyon, 12 November 1962; notes (in French) from 
telephone conversation between J.C. Margadant, head of the Netherlands Red Cross Information 
Department, and Melchior Borsinger, 13 November 1962.
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Others, by contrast, warmly approved the ICRC’s decision. “Entire Red Cross com-
munity feels honored by your designation in Cuban crisis, choice could not be better,” 
telegraphed the League’s representatives to the 7th Inter-American Conference of the 
Red Cross (San Juan, Puerto Rico).48 In its final session, the Conference unanimously 
adopted two resolutions congratulating the ICRC for its action to safeguard peace 
and assuring it of its support.49 André François-Poncet, president of the French Red 
Cross and chairman of the Standing Commission, wrote an article in Le Figaro firmly 
supporting the ICRC’s position.50

Thus, as the crisis was headed for peaceful resolution without ICRC action being 
needed, the organization thought it fit to explain to the rest of the Movement why it 
had decided to agree to the UN request. It did so in a circular to the National Societies, 
dated 15 November 1962.

It reminded the National Societies of the circumstances in which the UN had asked 
it to take action and the reasoning behind the ICRC’s decision to agree to the request, 
while making its participation conditional on all three States involved consenting to 
its work, and that work being in accordance with Red Cross principles.

The ICRC stressed that it had taken its decision only after careful consideration, 
since the action being requested was outside the traditional, treaty-based framework 
of its humanitarian mission. It pointed out that the UN had turned to it as “the only 
international body” capable, in these extremely grave circumstances, of discharging this 
mandate to ensure world peace. It emphasized the fact that the world had been facing 
nuclear war, which would have claimed untold numbers of lives and caused incalcu-
lable suffering while rendering any ICRC action simply impossible. The ICRC also 
reminded the National Societies of the fundamental principles adopted the previous 
year by the Council of Delegates in Prague. To those fearing a politicization of the 
Red Cross, the circular pointed out that “it is precisely by reason of its neutrality and 
independence towards all States that the ICRC was considered, not to accomplish an 
act of a political order, but on the contrary” to act in a supremely apolitical capacity. 
Finally, the ICRC stated that by demanding – as a prerequisite for any action on its 
part – the express consent of all three States directly involved, it had “depoliticized” 
in advance the action direly needed in circumstances that could at any moment spill 
over into worldwide conflict.51

The circular was well received. Several weeks after it was dispatched, the ICRC 
received a letter from the president of the East German Red Cross expressing that 

48 ACICR, B AG 200 060-011, telegram from Marcel van Zeeland and Henrik Beer, League represen-
tatives at the Inter-American Conference of the Red Cross in San Juan, Puerto Rico. Beer was the 
League’s secretary-general and van Zeeland its treasurer.

49 “VIIth Inter-American Conference of the Red Cross”, IRRC, No. 529, January 1963, pp. 25–28. 
ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 35.

50 A. François-Poncet, “Le grain a levé”, Le Figaro, 6 November 1962, p. 1. In his article, François-
Poncet outlined once more his proposal for a fifth Geneva Convention establishing a nuclear test 
ban under the ICRC’s supervision.

51 IRRC, No. 528, December 1962, pp. 655–657. ICRC Annual Report 1962, pp. 33–34.
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National Society’s gratitude.52 Likewise, the president of the Alliance of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR informed the ICRC that the Alliance’s ruling 
body had noted with satisfaction the organization’s “reasonable approach” to the crisis 
and approved of the peace-promoting action it had taken, which fully accorded with 
the principles adopted by the Council of Delegates.53

After the storm

The Cuban Missile Crisis had been too severe, and the disagreements it revealed within 
the ICRC itself too profound, for the organization not to do its utmost to learn lessons 
for the future. While it was perhaps reassuring for the ICRC to tell itself that the crisis 
had been totally exceptional and that by virtue of that fact the UN’s request did not 
constitute a true precedent, it was nevertheless quite aware of the truth: its decision 
to cooperate with the UN was indeed an authentic precedent and the ICRC might 
again be required to make available its good offices should world peace find itself under 
threat anew.

The ICRC set out its conclusions in the report it made to the next Council of 
Delegates, held in Geneva in September 1963, the centenary of the founding of the 
Red Cross. After describing the circumstances of the UN’s appeal and the ICRC’s 
consent to take action in connection with the Cuban Missile Crisis, the report put 
forth, once again, the grounds on which the ICRC had given that consent. It reiterated 
the arguments it had listed in its circular of the previous November and made clear the 
limits to any future action by it in the realm of conflict prevention. For such action to 
be taken, the ICRC listed four conditions that must be met:

(a) peace should be threatened by the danger of atomic warfare;

(b) the United Nations Organization admit the impossibility of intervening alone to pre-
serve peace;

(c) the ICRC should be placed in a position to lend assistance in an effective action, in line 
with Red Cross principles;

(d) all the interested parties agree to the intervention of the ICRC under the above conditions.

The ICRC pointed out that the conditions quoted above would obviously limit the 
number of cases in which it would consider similar action, but emphasized that it was 
a good thing such a possibility existed for those cases where it might be the last and 
best hope for humanity to avert the unspeakable catastrophe of a nuclear war.

52 ACICR, B AG 200 060-011, letter (in German) from the president of the East German Red Cross 
to the ICRC, 5 December 1962.

53 ACICR, B AG 200 060-011, letter from Soviet Red Cross/Red Crescent Alliance President Miterev 
to Léopold Boissier, 8 December 1962.
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Finally, the ICRC assured the Council that it remained firmly bound by the prin-
ciples that had guided it for a century: impartiality, neutrality and – barring extraor-
dinarily grave crises – non-involvement in political affairs.54

That was not quite the end of the discussion surrounding the ICRC’s peace-pro-
moting activities. In late October 1963, ICRC member and former Swiss President 
Max Petitpierre55 wrote to Léopold Boissier urging him to hold further debate within 
the Assembly to determine what the ICRC’s policies would be if its good offices were 
once again to be sought as a means of preventing conflict. Petitpierre pointed out 
that there remained within the body an unresolved schism: “At various times, a dif-
ference of opinion has manifested itself within the Committee. Some favour a more 
dynamic policy that would enable the organization to take bolder steps in a rapidly 
changing world. Others disagree, believing that the ICRC should confine itself to its 
traditional activities.”56

Boissier replied that this was a timely suggestion and assured Petitpierre that he 
would propose that the Committee engage in a broad discussion about the organ-
ization’s future orientation.57 However, it was not until the spring of 1966 – following 
the 20th International Conference of the Red Cross – that the Committee actually 
launched this discussion.

Conclusion

When all is said and done, the ICRC played virtually no role in settling the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, since the standoff was resolved by other means before any ICRC-trained 
inspectors could take action.

Clearly, what really settled the crisis were factors of a different order:

• President Kennedy and his closest advisers showed great ingenuity and good sense. 
Kennedy’s willingness to accept the removal of the missiles and avoid an armed 
confrontation with the Soviet Union greatly facilitated a peaceful outcome. And 
his skilfully euphemistic “quarantine” – despite pressure from his military advisers 
for airstrikes – was the measure that more than any other allowed bloodshed to 
be all but avoided.58

54 Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross, Geneva, 23 August–10 September 1963, Council 
of Delegates: The Red Cross, Factor for World Peace, report submitted by the ICRC, April 1963, p. 8.

55 Max Petitpierre was a member of the Swiss Federal Council and the head of the Federal Political 
Department from 1945 to 1961. He presided over the 1949 diplomatic conference that adopted the four 
new Geneva Conventions, and he served as president of Switzerland in 1950, 1955, and 1960. No sooner 
had he left the Federal Council than he was elected a member of the ICRC, where he remained until 1976.

56 ACICR, B AG 200 060-012, letter from Léopold Boissier to Max Petitpierre, 31 October 1963.
57 ACICR, B AG 200 060-012, letter from Max Petitpierre to Léopold Boissier, 4 November 1963.
58 In fact, the crisis, which brought humanity to the brink of a nuclear catastrophe, directly claimed only 

one life: the pilot of the U2 that was shot down over Cuba on 27 October 1962. (Incidentally, four 
members of the crew of a US bomber were also killed when it crashed on take-off during the crisis.)
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• When the US discovered the launch sites before missiles had been installed on them, 
the Soviet leadership’s willingness to reverse the process – even at the risk of losing 
face – did much to prevent an armed confrontation between the two superpowers.

• The very active conciliation initiatives taken by the UN secretary-general – despite 
the fact that the two superpowers were apparently locked in a death-embrace from 
which no extrication seemed possible – laid the groundwork for a peaceful outcome.

The superpowers eventually found their way to a peaceful outcome, but the fact 
remained that when the world sought a body guaranteeing neutrality and impar-
tiality – in this case in order to inspect the cargo of ships – it was to the ICRC that 
the world had turned.

One of the main questions at the time was whether it was the US, the Soviet Union 
or the UN that had first suggested assigning to the ICRC so weighty a task as verifying 
the presence or absence of nuclear weapons aboard ships. Thanks to research by the 
historian Thomas Fischer, we know now that it was actually the ICRC’s own Roger 
Gallopin who had begun the process by making a spontaneous offer of ICRC services 
to the UN. He did this with Léopold Boissier’s consent, the hope being that the UN 
would propose the idea to the US and the Soviet Union.

The actual considerations that ultimately led to the UN request, however, remain a 
matter of conjecture. The organization has often stated in its publications that the deci-
sion to approach the ICRC was based on the latter’s tradition of neutrality and impar-
tiality. While there is no reason to doubt this, there is probably more to the matter 
than that. Relations between the ICRC and the USSR had clearly been improved by 
the organization’s relief operation in Hungary, and by its efforts to keep the draft rules 
limiting the risks for civilians in wartime on the agenda at the New Delhi Conference, 
despite pressure from the United States to withdraw the draft. Nevertheless, the Soviet 
Union had previously spent many years bitterly questioning the ICRC’s impartiality 
and neutrality.

Melchior Borsinger, closely involved in ICRC activity regarding the Cuban Missile 
Crisis, proposed a plausible and persuasive explanation: for the Soviet Union, he 
thought, it was ultimately less humiliating to have their ships searched by a humani-
tarian organization than by a neutral State or an international organization.59

Whatever its background, the request put the ICRC in a position where it had to 
take one of the most difficult decisions of its entire history. Aware that world peace 
and humanity’s very future were at stake, it chose to go down a wholly new path that 
led to a new field of endeavour. The organization knew that all-out nuclear war might 
well spell the end of mankind and therefore make Red Cross activity beside the point, 
to say the least.

59 ACICR, B G 014, interview with Melchior Borsinger, pp. 191–193. One could of course argue that 
the Soviet Union did finally allow its ships returning from Cuba to be inspected from above by 
Americans in helicopters. That is true. But the crisis made its mark, and the Soviet Union was not 
necessarily ready to accept on 31 October what it eventually accepted on 7 November.
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The fact that, for many years following the Second World War, the ICRC had 
viewed the major powers as rushing headlong into a new world war, and that this 
view had been reiterated at the Prague Council of Delegates just a year previously, had 
prompted some members to truly envisage nuclear war and consider its consequences.

There can be no doubt that the personal commitment of ICRC President Boissier 
made the greatest contribution to the Assembly’s decision to accept the request. This he 
achieved not only by the way he introduced the issue and presided over the discussions 
of 31 October and 1 November but also by his backing for – if not outright initiation 
of – Roger Gallopin’s offer of services to the UN in New York.

The decision-making process within the ICRC was strongly influenced, and per-
haps guided, by the fundamental Red Cross principles that had been declared by the 
Council of Delegates the previous year – even if technically they were no more than 
recommendations that had yet to be ratified by the International Conference of the 
Red Cross. The ICRC referred to those principles to justify its acceptance of the UN’s 
request, in response to criticisms that it had deviated from its humanitarian mandate 
and ventured onto political territory. One might well be right in thinking that the 
adoption of those principles by the Movement – if only as a recommendation to the 
supreme body – was a decisive factor in convincing the ICRC that it was acting within 
the legitimate bounds of its mandate by agreeing to the request.60

At no time did the ICRC attempt to base its proposed role on Article 23 of the 
Fourth Geneva Convention protecting civilians in wartime. That provision concerns 
the free passage of humanitarian relief in the event of a blockade and expressly stipulates 
that humanitarian relief may be subject to stringent inspection, after which it must 
be allowed to pass.61 The content of Article 23 was influenced, among other things, 
by the major relief operation carried out by the ICRC and the Swedish government in 

60 “Only the adoption in 1961 of the newly drafted Fundamental Principles of the International Red 
Cross by the Council of Delegates of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
made it possible for the ICRC to offer its services in a political crisis,” writes Fischer (pp. 294–295). 
Ironically, it was precisely the “peace” item (Red Cross contribution to peace), which the ICRC had 
not planned to include in the Fundamental Principles – but which was added at the Soviet National 
Society’s initiative – that furnished the ICRC with a basis for accepting the UN’s request.

61 Article 23 of the Fourth Geneva Convention allows the passage of relief supplies intended for 
civilians, even the civilians affiliated to an adversary. It assigns supervision of the distribution of 
those supplies to protecting powers, i.e. neutral States to which parties to the conflict have con-
ferred the protection of their interests and citizens who find themselves under the authority of an 
adversary. However, Articles 10, 10, 10 and 11 respectively of the First, Second, Third and Fourth 
Geneva Conventions allow the ICRC to offer its services to the warring parties in order to carry out 
humanitarian work usually conducted by protecting powers (where no protecting power has been 
designated). In terms of law, the ICRC would have been within its rights to offer its services to the 
US, the USSR, and Cuba on the basis of those provisions the moment the “quarantine” of Cuba 
was imposed. For a discussion of possible ICRC actions in the case of a wartime naval blockade, see 
F. Bugnion, The International Committee of the Red Cross and the Protection of War Victims, ICRC, 
Geneva/Macmillan, Oxford, 2003, pp. 814–828. For the pathways open to the ICRC to serve as a 
substitute for a protecting power, see the same work, pp. 868–902.
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Greece during the Second World War.62 Surprising though it might seem, no reference 
to this article has been found in ICRC documents – public or internal – concerning 
the Cuban Missile Crisis. Throughout the crisis, the organization made exclusive use 
of the fundamental principles as the basis for its proposed action.

It would be wrong, however, to conclude that the absence of any reference by the 
ICRC to Article 23 somehow represented a failure to apply the law. In his address to 
the nation of 22 October, Kennedy had carefully avoided the term “naval blockade” 
to describe the obstacles to free passage of shipping being deployed on the high seas. 
Instead he spoke of a “quarantine”, which evokes public-health measures to prevent 
epidemics. Of course, Kennedy was obviously describing a blockade, a fact swiftly 
noted by the USSR and Cuba.

Words can have a powerful effect, and the world stood teetering on the brink of 
thermonuclear disaster. No one – certainly not the ICRC – wished to be the first to 
utter the word “war”. It was doubtless decreed throughout the organization that the 
Geneva Conventions must not be mentioned, even in internal documents. Any refer-
ence to those treaties would have been tantamount to implicitly stating that an armed 
conflict was under way, whereas the negotiations taking place under the aegis of the 
UN and the ICRC’s willingness to play a role in settling the crisis were both intended 
precisely to prevent the superpowers from falling into the abyss.

For the first time in its history, the ICRC had agreed to step outside its limited 
scope of activities, i.e. aiding people affected by war. It did not shrink from agreeing to 
the UN request – nor from spontaneously offering its services – as a means of helping 
prevent nuclear war.

As Paul Ruegger noted, by agreeing to the request, the ICRC would help facilitate 
the building of bridges between the two superpowers, introducing a fresh viewpoint. 
In so doing, it “would provide a breathing space”– affording more time for tensions to 
ease.63 Though this service may sound somewhat paltry, such factors can on occasion 
make a major contribution to extricating mutually hostile parties from a situation 
that hitherto appeared hopeless. About a year later, when the ICRC was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize, President Boissier gave a talk in Oslo. “The Committee’s cooperative 

62 For an account of relief work in Greece during the Second World War, see: E. Papastratos, 
Commission de gestion des envois des vivres du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge en Grèce: 
Rapport final de son activité: octobre 1941–août 1942, Athens, 1945; B. Helder, Ravitaillement de la 
Grèce pendant l’occupation 1941-1944 et pendant les premiers cinq mois après la libération: Rapport 
final de la Commission de Gestion pour les Secours en Grèce sous les auspices du Comité international 
de la Croix-Rouge, Imprimerie de la Société hellénique d’éditions, Athens 1949. ICRC, Report of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross on its Activities During the Second World War (September 1, 
1939–June 30, 1947), Vol. III: Relief Activities, ICRC, Geneva, 1948, pp. 450–459. M. Junod, 
Warrior without Weapons, ICRC, Geneva, 1982, pp. 184–206. Bugnion, pp. 227–229.

63 ACICR, B AG 200 060-011, telegram No. 1 from Paul Ruegger to the ICRC, 7 November 1962 
(received by the ICRC on 8 November 1962); telegram No. 4 from Paul Ruegger to the ICRC, 
10 November 1962. ACICR, A PV PL, document SP 362, pp. 1, 6.
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attitude,” he said, “facilitated the easing of tension. By contributing to the maintenance 
of peace, it remained faithful to its mission.”64

By accepting the request, the ICRC showed its solidarity with the UN, which was 
experiencing the gravest crisis in its history. Secretary-General U Thant emphasized 
this fact in a letter of thanks he sent to Paul Ruegger on 9 November, at which point 
the crisis was being resolved but not yet over. This letter was published by the UN the 
same day.

Even if the situation never reached the stage where the ICRC actually carried out 
inspections, merely accepting the proposed task meant walking a fine line between 
humanitarian and political endeavour, a dramatically radical version of its traditional 
role of neutral intermediary. The ICRC’s previous work as neutral intermediary 
must have been appreciated by all the parties involved for the UN to have called on 
the organization.

The proposed task did have a humanitarian aspect in that it would ensure that ships 
not carrying nuclear weapons could continue on their way to Cuba to deliver food, 
medicines and other items needed by the island’s population. But the very fact that 
it would be for the ICRC to pronounce that a ship did, or did not, contain nuclear 
weapons would invariably bring the organization unprecedentedly onto political and 
even military territory.

Aware that it was venturing – despite any and all protestations to the contrary – into 
obviously political territory, since its task was concerned entirely with the preservation 
of peace, the ICRC was careful to ensure that it had the consent not only of the Soviet 
Union and the US, but of Cuba as well. In so doing, the ICRC was demonstrating its 
desire to respect the wishes not just of the two giants dominating the chessboard of 
geopolitics but those of a small and weak nation as well.

In the Cuban Missile Crisis, the USSR seems for the first time since the Second 
World War to have shown appreciation for the ICRC. As noted above, the Soviet 
National Society wrote to the ICRC once the crisis was over, praising its willing-
ness to strive for peace, in accordance with the principles adopted by the Council of 
Delegates.65 This improvement in relations was to be short-lived, however, since the 
Vietnam War brought renewed deterioration. Yet it showed how far the two had come 
since the days when the ICRC had come under withering fire from the Soviet Union, 
who not only refused all cooperation with it but called for it to be disbanded.

The Swiss government, however, did not approve of the ICRC’s decision. It was 
always at pains to maintain Swiss neutrality and no doubt felt that it would have been 
better able to play the role sought by the UN than would the ICRC. The government’s 
objections did nothing to sway the ICRC. It is quite probable that Léopold Boissier 

64 ACICR, B AG 134-046, “Some Aspects of the Mission of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, Discours prononcé par M. le Président L. Boissier lors de la remise du prix Nobel à Oslo”, 
10 December 1963, p. 14.

65 ACICR, B AG 200 060-011, letter from Miterev to Boissier, 8 December 1962.
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waited until the crisis was over before informing his fellow Committee members of 
those objections.

More broadly speaking, the general reaction to the ICRC’s decision, from the 
media and from within the Movement, ran the gamut from hearty approval to bitter 
condemnation. This was in tune with the levels of emotion produced by such an un-
precedented crisis.

Finally, the ICRC was fully aware of the questions of principle raised by its deci-
sion. The fact that it was prepared to go down a path previously untrodden by it meant 
that it was setting a precedent that could be invoked in the event of future threats to 
world peace. It was therefore natural that the organization raised the subject at the 
next Council of Delegates (Geneva, 1963) – marking the Red Cross centenary – and 
later at the 20th International Conference of the Red Cross (Vienna, 1965). This gave 
the Movement as a whole and the worldwide community of States an opportunity to 
express their views.





Part VII
From the Centenary Congress 

to the 20th International Conference  
of the Red Cross

No sooner had the extreme tensions caused by the Cuban Missile Crisis eased than 
the White House and the Kremlin went to work to find ways of preventing such a 
terrifying escalation from recurring. Though the US ultimately prevailed in the crisis, 
President Kennedy chose not to take advantage of the situation. Instead, he sought 
ways to restore communication with the Soviet Union. The USSR likewise felt that 
means must be found to avert such brinkmanship in future.

After initial delays, the negotiations – which both sides were determined should 
succeed – produced two tangible results:

(1) a direct telex link was installed between the White House and the Kremlin

(2) a treaty prohibiting nuclear tests in the atmosphere was signed in Moscow in 
August 1963.

Coming after almost two decades of growing tensions that had culminated in humanity 
avoiding the final catastrophe by a hair’s breadth, these measures were the first signs of 
détente between East and West.

Unfortunately, this improvement did not include the regional conflicts that were 
among the bitter fruit of the Cold War. The Soviet Union and the US may have 
resolved not to allow themselves to be drawn into direct confrontation again, but that 
did nothing to restrain their competition in South-East Asia, Korea or elsewhere.

In Yemen, for example, the US and the Soviets let their allies – Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt respectively – support opposite sides fighting in the civil war there. They took 
no part in the hostilities, but backed them financially.

When the US military intervened in the Dominican Republic in 1965, the Soviets 
confined their response to verbal condemnation.

In the conflict between Algeria and Morocco, the warring parties themselves had a 
tacit agreement to prevent its spread beyond the border areas at issue. There was really 
no question of an intervention by their respective superpower backers.

This relative easing of international tensions inevitably had a positive effect on the 
regular meetings within the Movement.
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As a result, when the Council of Delegates met in Geneva in 1963 (under the title 
“Centenary Congress”) and the 20th International Conference of the Red Cross was 
held in Vienna in 1965, the deliberations took place in relative calm and it was possible 
to adopt most major decisions by consensus.

The ICRC’s experience of the 1963 Council of Delegates and the 1965 International 
Conference contained nothing of the trauma associated with the 1952 Toronto 
Conference or the 1957 New Delhi Conference. The organization was able to regard 
the future with serenity.

What then were the possibilities for ICRC action in connection with the Yemen civil 
war, the conflict between Algerian and Morocco and the civil war in the Dominican 
Republic? What, in the ICRC’s view, were the results of the Centenary Congress and 
the 20th International Conference? Each will be studied in the five chapters to come.



Centenary Congress 
of the International Red Cross 

(Geneva, 1963)

Birth of the Red Cross

In February 1863, five citizens of Geneva – Henry Dunant, Gustave Moynier, 
Guillaume Henri Dufour, Louis Appia and Théodore Maunoir – met to consider 
how the ideas proposed by Dunant in his book A Memory of Solferino might be made 
reality. They decided to set up a “standing international committee” that soon bore 
the name “International Committee of the Red Cross”.

In October, a mere six months after its creation, the International Committee held 
a conference in Geneva of military medical officers, supply officers and well-known 
philanthropists. The conference adopted 10 resolutions advocating a range of initiatives 
including the creation of “societies for assistance to the wounded”, which Dunant had 
called for in his book. These societies later became National Red Cross Societies (and 
later, where applicable, Red Crescent Societies).1

So it was perfectly fitting that the 19th International Conference of the Red Cross 
(New Delhi, 1957) should accept the proposal made by the ICRC, the Swiss Red Cross 
and the League of Red Cross Societies2 to hold the 20th International Conference in 
Geneva in 1963 and that it should be the high point of events marking the centenary 
of the Red Cross.

1 The story of the founding of the Red Cross is well known and a great deal has been written about 
it. See particularly: H. Dunant, A Memory of Solferino, ICRC, Geneva, 1986; J.F. Pitteloud (ed.), 
Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, 17 février 1863–28 août 1914, 
ICRC/Société Henry Dunant, Geneva, 1999; A. François, Le Berceau de la Croix-Rouge, Librairie 
A. Jullien, Geneva/Librairie Edouard Champion, Paris, 1918; P. Boissier, History of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross: From Solferino to Tsushima, 2nd ed., Henry Dunant Institute/ICRC, 
Geneva, 1994, pp. 7–121; R. Durand (ed.) with J.D. Candaux, De l’utopie à la réalité: Actes du 
Colloque Henry Dunant tenu à Genève au palais de l’Athénée et à la chapelle de l’Oratoire les 3, 4 et 
5 mai 1985, Société Henry Dunant, Geneva, 1988; F. Bugnion, The International Committee of the 
Red Cross and the Protection of War Victims, ICRC, Geneva/Macmillan, Oxford, 2003, pp. 11–28.

2 Today the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.
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20th International Conference delayed

The display of Movement unity at the 1961 Council of Delegates in Prague made the 
ICRC, the League and the Swiss National Society confident that the 20th International 
Conference would meet in Geneva as scheduled in October 1963. They were reckoning 
without the issue of China.

The atmosphere at the two previous International Conferences (Toronto, 1952 and 
New Delhi, 1957) had been poisoned by the question of who should represent China. 
As was shown earlier in this book, the New Delhi Conference was divided so bitterly 
over the issue that a third of the delegations – including that of the host National 
Society, the Indian Red Cross – walked out of the Conference in protest.

In the years since 1957, there had been no hint of rapprochement between Mainland 
China and Taiwan (otherwise known as the island of Formosa). The main protagonists 
maintained positions just as irreconcilable as they had ever been. The Movement unity 
that graced the 1961 Council of Delegates was entirely due to the absence of govern-
ment delegations and to the consequence of that absence, which was that the question 
of who should represent China simply did not arise. At an International Conference, 
however, there was no avoiding the issue.3

In early 1962, the Movement’s decision-making bodies determined that the political 
situation had not changed and that the problem of China’s representation might well 
result in incidents at the 20th International Conference every bit as serious as those 
that had produced the shambles in New Delhi.

In April 1962, André François-Poncet, chairman of the Standing Commission, 
John MacAulay, League president, and Léopold Boissier, ICRC president, met to dis-
cuss the matter. They concluded that the least harmful solution would be to persuade 
their allies in Taiwan not to send a government delegation to the 20th International 
Conference. François-Poncet submitted this proposal to Alfred Gruenther, president 
of the American Red Cross, but Gruenther refused to forward it to his government. 
François-Poncet then sent it directly to the government through the US embassy in 
Paris. Washington flatly rejected the proposal on the grounds that it had every inten-
tion of seeing the Republic of China’s government attend the Conference, come what 
may. By contrast, Georgy Miterev, president of the Alliance of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies in the USSR, told the ICRC that Soviet delegates and those of 
the Soviet Union’s Communist allies would leave the Conference in solidarity with 
the People’s Republic of China, should it find it necessary to do so in order to avoid 
being seated together with what they tirelessly referred to as the representatives of the 
“Chiang Kai-shek clique”. Peking, for its part, declared its rejection of the “two-China 
myth” and confirmed that it would not attend the 20th International Conference if 

3 The Council of Delegates brought together representatives of the National Societies, the ICRC, and 
the League; the International Conference brought together representatives of all members of the 
Red Cross Movement and of the States party to the Geneva Conventions.
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the Chiang Kai-shek government took part, even if this were under the name “gov-
ernment of Formosa”.4

The Conference organizers faced a true dilemma. They had to choose between:

• maintaining the schedule for a full International Conference in 1963 and running 
the risk of renewed confrontation leading to purely political debate that result in 
votes and other polemics incompatible with the constructively serious-minded 
nature of this centenary event or

• postponing the Conference, which would be tantamount to admitting that 
the Movement was no longer capable of convening a successful International 
Conference, described in the Movement’s Statutes as the Movement’s “supreme 
deliberative body”.5

Under the Statutes, the Standing Commission was responsible for deciding this matter, 
but the ICRC had to take a position in order to instruct its own representatives on 
the Commission.6

The organization took up the matter in a two-day plenary meeting in mid-Sep-
tember 1962. President Boissier suggested that the ICRC instruct its representatives 
on the Standing Commission to do one and possibly two things: (1) advocate diplo-
matic dialogue in search of a resolution of the China question, and (2) if no solution 
can be found or if it seems likely that the problem would cause serious incidents at 
the Conference, propose that the Conference be replaced by a meeting of the Council 
of Delegates.

This proposal was based on the fact that no dispute existed regarding China and 
National Societies, a fact confirmed by the Prague Council of Delegates. The Central 
Committee of the Chinese Red Cross had remained in Peking and the secretary-general 
had not changed after 1949. As far as the ICRC and the League were concerned, the 
National Society therefore enjoyed the same recognition as that originally accorded to 
it in 1912. A new National Society had indeed been set up in post-1949 Taiwan, but it 
had never requested recognition, knowing that this could not be granted because the 
conditions for recognition (adopted by the 17th International Conference in Stockholm 
in 1948) required that there be only one National Society per country,7 and the policy 
of Taiwan’s government was that there was only one China.

4 ICRC Archives, ACICR, document SP 341: “Documentation I. Séance plénière de septembre 1962. 
Problème de la représentation de la Chine à la XXe conférence internationale de la Croix-Rouge”, 
29 August 1962.

5 “The supreme deliberative body of the International Red Cross shall be the International Conference,” 
states Art. 1, section 2, of the Statutes of the International Red Cross, adopted in 1928 by the 
International Conference of the Red Cross in The Hague and revised in 1952 in Toronto.

6 See this work, p. 84, note 3, and p. 411, note 1.
7 Resolution XI: “Conditions for the Recognition of National Societies” (ICRC, 17th International 

Red Cross Conference, Stockholm, August 1948: Report, ICRC, Geneva, 1948, pp. 77–78, 89).
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Boissier’s colleagues, however, did not share his view. After lengthy deliberations, the 
Assembly asked for diplomatic efforts to be continued, with a view to the Conference 
taking place as scheduled, and dismissed for the moment the idea of replacing the 
Conference, as the keystone event of 1963, with a meeting of the Council of Delegates.8

This position – admittedly not the epitome of realism – was in any case overtaken 
by events. Before the Standing Commission next met, the US government approached 
the ICRC, the chairman of the Standing Commission, the British Red Cross and the 
Swiss government to emphatically remind them of the resolution, adopted by the New 
Delhi Conference, that required the States invited to the International Conference to 
be referred to by the names they gave themselves, and to make clear that Washington 
was determined to see the Republic of China take part in the 1963 International 
Conference. For his part, Dr Miterev reaffirmed the position of the Communist coun-
tries. This being the case, it was obvious that it would be impossible to avoid disaster, “a 
disaster all the more grave for the fact that it would make a total mockery of the basic 
principles that celebrations of the centenary are meant to highlight”.9

When it met in September 1962, the Standing Commission noted the obvious: 
it would be impossible to successfully hold the 20th International Conference the 
following year. Apart from one abstention, the members voted unanimously to 
postpone the 20th International Conference for two years and instead to organize 
in Geneva – under the name “Centenary Congress” – a meeting of the Council 
of Delegates.10

Despite the fact that it had not been invited, the Taiwanese Red Cross sent a delega-
tion to Geneva. It was told that no provision had been made for the seating of observers 
at the Council of Delegates, and that was the end of the matter.11

The restrained tone of ICRC minutes forces the reader to look between the 
lines for the doubtless acute tensions that attended the discussion surrounding this 

8 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 12 and 13 September 1962, pp. 14–16.
9 ACICR, A PV PL, document SP 350: “Exposé de M. le Président Léopold Boissier, à la séance 

plénière du CICR, tenue le 4 octobre 1962”, undated, pp. 1–3.
10 ACICR, A PV PL, minutes of the Committee’s 4 October 1962 plenary meeting, pp. 2–6; document 

SP 349: “Résolution prise par la commission permanente le 29 septembre 1962”, Appendix V of document 
D 898: “Attitude du CICR à l’égard de la XXe Conférence internationale – J. Pictet”, 11 February 1965. 
ICRC, Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross: Commemoration Day, Council of Delegates, 
Proceedings (Geneva, August 23–September 10, 1963), ICRC, Geneva, 1963, pp. 101–102.

11 ACICR, A PV PL, document D 841: “Léopold Boissier, Exposé sur certains aspects du centenaire de 
la Croix-Rouge présenté au CICR dans sa séance du 3 octobre 1963”, 3 October 1963, p. 2. Israel’s 
Magen David Adom (Red Shield of David) was the indirect victim of the decision not to invite 
observers to the Council of Delegates, a decision that was driven by the fear of renewed confron-
tations like those that had poisoned the atmosphere of the International Conferences in Toronto 
and New Delhi. In a letter sent in July 1963, Magen David Adom’s chairman noted the continued 
deterioration of the National Society’s relationship with both the ICRC and the League, complaining 
in particular that his organization had not been invited to observe the Centenary Congress (ACICR, 
B AG 122 102-004, letter from Chairman Joseph Kott to the ICRC, July 1963). The ICRC debated 
the issue during its plenary meeting of 8 August 1963 and decided to send representatives to the 
Israeli organization following the Centenary.
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painful decision. In the Standing Commission, the two ICRC representatives had 
taken different positions on the question of postponement. Léopold Boissier voted in 
favour whereas Frédéric Siordet – feeling that the decision was premature and anxious 
to follow the Assembly’s instructions – abstained.12 When the subject arose at the 
Assembly meeting of 31 October/1 November 1962 (held behind closed doors since 
this was also the meeting where members first discussed the Cuban Missile Crisis), a 
member proposed that, while the ICRC could not openly question the Commission’s 
decision, it should express its profound regret at the situation. Boissier replied that such 
an expression of regret would amount to a repudiation of the position he had taken at 
the Commission and would bring about his immediate resignation.13

Commemoration ceremonies

In his New Year’s message for 1963 – written as the world was still heaving a sigh 
of relief after surviving the Cuban Missile Crisis – ICRC President Boissier noted 
that no date in history deserved celebration by all peoples of the world with as much 
satisfaction as this. No one nation had triumphed over another, no civilization had 
imposed itself on another – there were neither victors nor vanquished. And this new 
year marked the hundredth anniversary of a solemn promise to those suffering from 
war that aid would be at hand.14

Many events were organized to commemorate the centenary, not least in Geneva, 
where the heads of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies visited the ICRC 
and the League. During the summer, the ICRC received about 500 visitors a week, 
among them leaders of newly formed, or forming, African and Asian National Societies 
taking part in a seminar organized near Geneva by the League, the ICRC and the 
Swiss Red Cross.

The main purpose of the three-week seminar, which brought together some 60 par-
ticipants, was to encourage dialogue between the new leaders and National Societies 
now almost 100 years old.15 Together they practised setting up aid operations and 
establishing long-term programmes to meet the most urgent needs of each country.16

12 ACICR, A PV PL, document SP 350, pp. 3–6. See also minutes of the 4 October 1962 plenary 
meeting, pp. 2–3, and the 31 October and 1 November 1962 meetings, pp. 1–2.

13 ACICR, A PV A HC, minutes of in camera Committee meetings, 31 October–1 November 1962, 
p. 2.

14 IRRC, No. 529, January 1963, pp. 23–24.
15 The representatives belonged to the National Societies of the following countries: Algeria, Australia, 

Burundi, Cambodia, Cameroon, Congo-Leopoldville, Côte d’Ivoire, Czechoslovakia, Dahomey, 
Ethiopia, Finland, France, Haiti, Jamaica, Japan, Laos, Madagascar, Malaysia, Nicaragua, Nigeria, 
Norway, Pakistan, Philippines, Poland, Sarawak, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Singapore, Somalia, Sweden, 
Switzerland, the Syrian Arab Republic, Tanganyika, Trinidad and Tobago, Uganda, the United Arab 
Republic, the United Kingdom, the United States, Upper Volta, the USSR and Yemen.

16 IRRC, No. 537, September 1963, p. 488.
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74.  Geneva, 1963. Inauguration of Henry Dunant monument.  
 © ICRC/ Jean Zbinden (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P MON-E-00030)

73.  Geneva, 1963. Red Cross Centennial: Swiss officials and Movement leaders listen to reading 
of resolutions taken by 1863 diplomatic conference that gave birth to the Red Cross. 
© ICRC/ Jean Zbinden (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P CER-E-00691)
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In late August, another course (organized by the ICRC, this time, for National 
Society representatives about to attend the Centenary Congress) was held on Red Cross 
work in cases of armed conflict or other widespread violence.

In the same period, a series of lectures on the growing range of Red Cross activities, 
and on the Movement as a means of creating links between different peoples, was held 
at the University of Geneva.17

No doubt these events organized in the run-up to the Centenary Congress helped 
prepare the ground for a successful Council of Delegates. In fact, numerous events 
of many different kinds took place in Geneva to mark the centenary, for example a 
ceremony at the Grand Théâtre attended by the president of Switzerland, the unveiling 
of a monument to Henry Dunant, a parade, and an ambitious exhibition organized 
by the ICRC, the League and the Swiss Red Cross illustrating the Movement’s birth, 
development and possible future activities. To emphasize the reach and scope of the 
Movement, the event included objects, photos and documents from some 90 coun-
tries.18 By all accounts, the exhibition made a deep impression; it certainly played a 
role in many a young visitor’s career choice.

Centenary Congress

The Council of Delegates was held from 2 to 10 September at the United Nations’ 
Palais des Nations.19 In all, there were some 400 participants representing 90 National 
Societies. In keeping with a tradition dating from the very first Council of Delegates 
(which coincided with the Third International Conference of the Red Cross, in 1884), 
the Council was chaired by the ICRC president.

By contrast with the New Delhi Conference, the various delegations strove to find 
common ground and discussion proceeded calmly. The Council adopted 25 resolutions, 
usually by consensus. Three were particularly important for the ICRC: one concerning 
the application of the Geneva Conventions to UN peacekeeping forces and two on the 
Red Cross as a force for peace.

Applying the Geneva Conventions 
to UN peacekeeping forces

Following the setting up of the United Nations Emergency Force during the 1956 
Suez Crisis, the ICRC asked the UN secretary-general to undertake that, should they 
engage in combat, UN forces would implement the Geneva Conventions. The secre-
tary-general replied that he had included in the draft rules for the Force a provision 

17 IRRC, No. 537, September 1963, pp. 486–487. ICRC Annual Report 1963, pp. 41–46.
18 “International Exhibition of the Red Cross”, IRRC, No. 537, September 1963, pp. 477–485.
19 That is, on the premises of the United Nations Office in Geneva.
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stipulating that it “must comply with the spirit of general international humanitarian 
treaties governing the conduct of military personnel”.20

This deliberately vague response did not satisfy the ICRC. It is one thing to 
undertake to respect the spirit of a treaty, but it is quite another to commit oneself to 
respecting its specific provisions.

This issue remained an abstract one for the UN Force deployed to the Middle 
East, since its role was merely to interpose itself between the warring parties when 
the ceasefire came into effect. The situation in the Congo was very different, however. 
There the Force had the task of guaranteeing the territorial integrity of a new State. 
Given determined Katangese separatism, UN involvement in hostilities was inevitable.

The ICRC pursued the matter in correspondence with the UN. Writing in late 
1961, U Thant, then the ad interim secretary-general, stressed the UN’s undertaking 
to “comply with the spirit of general international humanitarian treaties governing 
the conduct of military personnel”, adding that “operations carried out in the name 
of and under the command of the United Nations must be in perfect harmony with 
the spirit of the Conventions”.21

In addition to its contacts with the UN in the Congo and New York, in November 
1961 the ICRC sent to all States party to the Geneva Conventions and to UN Member 
States a memorandum regarding the Geneva Conventions’ applicability to the contin-
gents taking part in UN operations.

In the memorandum, the ICRC reminded readers of the UN’s assurances on 
this subject, and added that “in view of the overwhelming interests involved, the 
International Committee judges it to be necessary that the matter should be very seri-
ously considered, not only by the United Nations Organization, but also by each of 
the States bound by the Geneva Conventions”. The ICRC made the point that, as the 
UN was not itself party to the Geneva Conventions, each State supplying a contingent 
to UN forces was itself directly responsible for compliance with their provisions.22

The ambiguous position adopted by the UN was a source of real difficulty because it 
was entirely up to the individual States furnishing contingents to assume responsibility 
for their troops’ conduct. Under Article 1 common to all four Geneva Conventions, 
States Parties are obliged “to respect and ensure respect for” the Conventions “in all 
circumstances”. To make matters worse, this provision fails to ensure absolute protec-
tion for members of UN forces captured by their adversary.

20 ACICR, B AG 201 139-001, letter from the UN secretary-general to the ICRC president, 4 December 
1956 (in French only; emphasis added).

21 ACICR, B AG 202 000-003.03, letter from UN secretary-general ad interim to the ICRC president, 
5 December 1961 (in French only). Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross, Geneva, 
23 August–10 September 1963, Council of Delegates: Implementation and Dissemination of the Geneva 
Conventions, report submitted by the ICRC, April 1963, p. 6.

22 “The Application of the Geneva Conventions by the Armed Forces Placed at the Disposal of the 
United Nations”: memorandum to all States party to the Geneva Conventions and to members of 
the United Nations Organization, 10 November 1961, IRRC, No. 516, December 1961, pp. 489-491. 
Implementation and Dissemination of the Geneva Conventions, p. 6.
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The ICRC brought this issue before the Council of Delegates in the form of a report 
on promotion and implementation of the Geneva Conventions. Under the humdrum 
title “Dissemination among the United Nations Forces”, the report’s final section dealt 
with ICRC approaches to the UN regarding application of the Conventions by the 
latter’s troops.23

The draft resolution distributed by the ICRC was taken up by the Council’s 
International Humanitarian Law Commission. A number of members amended the 
draft to further drive home the point that the Conventions were also there to protect 
the members of UN forces and that this was all the more reason for the UN itself 
to comply with them. The draft was then submitted to the plenary Council, which 
adopted it by 43 votes to zero, with no abstentions:

The Council of Delegates,

considering that the States which are parties to the Geneva Conventions have undertaken 
to respect and to ensure respect for those Conventions;

considering that it is necessary that the United Nations Emergency Forces shall observe and 
be protected by the Geneva Conventions;

expresses its appreciation for the efforts made by the United Nations to that effect and 
recommends:

(a) that the United Nations be invited to adopt a solemn declaration accepting that the 
Geneva Conventions equally apply to their Emergency Forces as they apply to the forces 
of States parties to the said Conventions;

(b) that the Governments of countries providing contingents to the United Nations should 
as a matter of prime importance give them before departure from their country of origin 
adequate instructions on the Geneva Conventions as well as orders to comply with them;

(c) that the Authorities responsible for these contingents should agree to all necessary meas-
ures to prevent and repress any infringements of the said Conventions.24

The Red Cross as a factor in world peace

The 1961 Council of Delegates had amended the wording of the principle of humanity 
to stress that “the Red Cross … promotes mutual understanding, friendship, and lasting 
peace amongst all peoples”. It was now time to attempt to make clear the Red Cross’s 
role in preserving or securing world peace.

23 Implementation and Dissemination of the Geneva Conventions, pp. 4–5.
24 Resolution V: “Application of the Geneva Conventions by United Nations forces” (Centenary 

Congress of the International Red Cross: Commemoration Day, Council of Delegates, Proceedings, 
pp. 61, 106–107). [There are flaws in the layout of this resolution in a number of sources. These flaws 
of form – which in no way affect comprehension – have been left intact in the present book so as to 
ensure consistency with the sources.]
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The main reason for this lay in the ICRC’s willingness to play a role in ending the 
Cuban Missile Crisis. Its dispatch to New York of its former president, Paul Ruegger, 
had been met with reactions ranging from hearty congratulations to outright condem-
nation for betraying the Movement’s Fundamental Principles.

It is therefore easy to understand why the ICRC now placed this question before 
the Council of Delegates. It did so in the form of a long report entitled The Red Cross: 
Factor for World Peace, which set out the circumstances in which the UN had requested 
its action, the conditions it had set for its acceptance, and the principles or lessons it 
had drawn from this experience for application should it ever be asked again to provide 
its good offices for the preservation of peace.25

A series of resolutions were put forward by the National Societies of Mainland 
China, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, India, Poland and the USSR. Some praised the 
Partial Test-Ban Treaty of August 1963 between the Soviet Union, the US and Great 
Britain. Others condemned this same treaty.26 Chairman Boissier managed to persuade 
the delegations concerned to withdraw their resolutions in favour of a new text drafted 
by President Amrit Kaur of the Indian Red Cross, which was cleansed of any trace 
of politics.

Amrit Kaur presented the draft herself on behalf of the National Societies that had 
submitted drafts. To great general relief, it was adopted, with 53 votes in favour and 
three abstentions. It read as follows:

The Council of Delegates of the International Red Cross, assembled in Geneva on the occasion 
of the centenary of the foundation of the Red Cross movement,

(a) noting that during the past century wars have become increasingly ruthless and dangerous,

(b) noting that all peoples of the world are unanimous in their desire for a lasting peace 
based on law and justice, welcomes the efforts which are being made by the Governments 
to dispel the menace of armed conflict by the reduction of armaments, the banning of 
nuclear tests and weapons and the resort to peaceful methods of negotiation,

25 Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross, Geneva, 23 August–10 September 1963, Council 
of Delegates: The Red Cross, Factor for World Peace, report submitted by the ICRC, April 1963.

26 Following the Cuban Missile Crisis, the United States, the United Kingdom and the USSR resumed 
strategic arms negotiations to work out a way to de-escalate international tensions so as to prevent 
a scenario that might end in nuclear war. The negotiations resulted in the top foreign policy offi-
cials of the three countries signing a treaty, on 5 August 1963 in Moscow, that banned nuclear 
tests under water, in the atmosphere, and in outer space. The treaty was widely hailed as the first 
tangible sign of détente in the Cold War after years of rising tensions that had culminated in the 
Cuban Missile Crisis. It was, however, roundly condemned by the People’s Republic of China as 
a conspiracy intended to maintain the monopoly of the three principal nuclear powers. Without 
explicitly echoing the Chinese, France, which intended to continue its atmospheric nuclear arms 
tests, refused to accede to the treaty. China detonated its first atomic bomb on 16 October 1964; 
France had set off its first nuclear device in the Algerian Sahara on 13 February 1960.
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(c) expresses the fervent hope that Governments will persevere unremittingly to seek appro-
priate means for restoring confidence between peoples and thereby lay the foundations 
for friendly cooperation and peace between States,

(d) urges all National Societies to continue ceaselessly to foster peace through the fraternal 
links that bind them so that their example of humanitarian service may bring home to 
all peoples the realization that the time has come to open up a new era when fear and 
violence shall be replaced by hope and peace.27

The Movement’s unity on this particularly sensitive matter had thus been preserved. 
Nevertheless, this resolution did nothing to satisfy the ICRC’s desire to obtain approval 
for its approach to the Cuban Missile Crisis. André François-Poncet, acting in his 
capacity as president of the French Red Cross, therefore submitted a draft resolution 
approving the initiatives taken by the ICRC in connection with the crisis and encour-
aging it to agree to peace-preservation requests that may be made of it in future. “The 
ICRC possesses the power to pacify,” he told the Council. “May it never hesitate to 
make use of that power.”

This draft gave rise to renewed debate. While acknowledging that the ICRC had 
sound reasons for agreeing to the UN appeal, Cuban Red Cross President Cervantes 
Nuñez deplored the fact that the organization had agreed to the request without first 
obtaining the consent of the country principally concerned – Cuba – which he asserted 
had not been consulted.28 The representatives of the Chinese and North Korean 
National Societies supported the Cuban Red Cross’s criticism.

Speaking for the ICRC, Jacques Freymond chose to refrain from crossing swords 
with the Cuban Red Cross president. Rather, he thanked François-Poncet for his draft 
and proposed two amendments aimed at safeguarding more effectively the ICRC’s 
freedom of action in future. François-Poncet accepted the ICRC’s amendments and 
Léopold Boissier submitted the new text. Adopted by 49 votes to four (with four absten-
tions), the text read as follows:

The Council of Delegates,

• after having taken cognizance of the conditions in which the International Committee 
of the Red Cross was invited by the United Nations Organization, with the agreement 
of the parties concerned, to intervene in the Cuba incident,

27 Resolution XXIII: “Red Cross as a factor in world peace” (Centenary Congress of the International 
Red Cross: Commemoration Day, Council of Delegates, Proceedings, pp. 83–92, 119–120). ACICR, 
A PV PL, document D 841, pp. 2–4.

28 The ICRC could have informed the representative of the Cuban Red Cross that the United Nations 
had assured it in writing of the Cuban government’s agreement, but it preferred not to respond in 
order to avoid any controversy. In any event, the representative might have argued that the ICRC 
ought to have confirmed any agreement by addressing its enquiry to the Cuban government itself 
rather than through the assurances of a third party, even the secretary-general of the United Nations.
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• considering it is desirable that the Committee respond to the call made upon it simul-
taneously by States in conflict to act as intermediary or assist in the proper discharge of 
the obligations they have undertaken, thus contributing to the maintenance of peace,

• approves the action taken by the International Committee in the Cuba incident and 
congratulates it for having accomplished that action.29

Thus, with a clear majority, though without consensus (de facto unanimity), the Council 
ratified the ICRC’s actions during the Cuban Missile Crisis and encouraged it to do 
likewise in future should the need arise.

Other resolutions

The ICRC had submitted a number of reports to the Council of Delegates regarding 
specific aspects of the development and application of humanitarian law; implemen-
tation of this body of law; legal protection of civilians against indiscriminate warfare; 
the status of civil-defence personnel; and National Society work in the realm of civil 
defence and protecting people affected by non-international armed conflict.30

Each of the draft resolutions presented by the ICRC on these matters was adopted. 
The resolutions asked the ICRC to pursue its consultations and other work to develop 
humanitarian law.31 Since developing the law was the International Conference’s com-
petence rather than that of the Council, these resolutions furnished a basis on which 
the ICRC could pursue its work and bring its conclusions before the next International 
Conference of the Red Cross.

As a result of the 1961 Council of Delegates, the ICRC had amended its draft 
rules on the use by National Societies of the red cross and red crescent emblems. It 
presented its new draft to the 1963 Council, which, after making a few further amend-
ments, adopted it as a resolution with a view to the 20th International Conference, 

29 Resolution XXIV: “Contribution of the International Committee towards the elimination of a 
threat to peace” (Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross: Commemoration Day, Council 
of Delegates, Proceedings, pp. 85–87, 90–97, 119-120). ACICR, A PV PL, document D 841, pp. 4–5.

30 Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross, Geneva, 23 August–10 September 1963, Council 
of Delegates: Implementation and Dissemination of the Geneva Conventions, report submitted by 
the ICRC, April 1963; Legal Protection of Civil Populations Against the Danger of Indiscriminate 
Warfare, report submitted by the ICRC, June 1963; Status of Personnel of Civil Defence Services, 
report submitted by the ICRC, June 1963; Actions of National Societies in the Field of Civil Population 
Protection, report submitted by the ICRC and the League of Red Cross Societies, April 1963; 
Protection of Victims of Non-International Conflicts, report submitted by the ICRC, February 1963. 
These reports, aimed more at States than at National Societies, are a good illustration of the fact that 
the ICRC had prepared for an International Conference of the Red Cross rather than a Council of 
Delegates.

31 Resolutions IV, VI–IX (Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross: Commemoration Day, 
Council of Delegates, Proceedings, pp. 105–108).
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now scheduled for 1965. The Council invited National Societies to apply these rules 
in the interval as a means of testing them.32

The other resolutions largely concerned National Societies.33

Nobel Peace Prize

In October 1963, the Norwegian Nobel Committee awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 
to the ICRC and the League of Red Cross Societies.

The ICRC’s nomination for the prize in the centenary year was made by Norwegians 
who had been incarcerated by the Germans during the Second World War and were 
convinced that ICRC relief packages had helped them survive their ordeal.34 The nom-
inators were led by Anders Daae, who had been arrested in late 1941, held for several 
months at the Grini prison in Norway, then sent to the Sachsenhausen concentra-
tion camp near Berlin, and then, as Germany was collapsing in early 1945, to the 
Neuengamme concentration camp near Hamburg.35 It had, in fact, been his father, 
Hans Daae, who had started the process that led to Henry Dunant being awarded the 
first Nobel Peace Prize in 1901.36 Since the Norwegian parliament and government 
had in its ranks a good number of people who had been held by the Nazis, Daae was 
confident of success. He also enjoyed support from former Danish prisoners. Anxious 
to have public opinion on his side, Daae launched a campaign that included a television 
programme that aired on 8 May 1962, World Red Cross Day.37

In the summer of 1962, Daae informed the ICRC that an attempt was under way 
to nominate the League. Léopold Boissier sent Daae a letter in which he said that the 
ICRC in no way wished to undermine the candidacy of a “sister organization” with 
which it had such a close working relationship. He suggested that the campaign to have 
the ICRC awarded the prize be altered to include the League as well. The following year 
being the centenary of the Red Cross, the ICRC preferred that both components of the 

32 Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross, Geneva, 23 August–10 September 1963, Council 
of Delegates: Draft Regulation on the Use of the Emblem of the Red Cross (Red Crescent, Red Lion and 
Sun) by National Societies, report submitted by the ICRC, February 1963. Resolution X: “Use of the 
emblems of the red cross, red crescent, and red lion and sun” (Centenary Congress of the International 
Red Cross: Commemoration Day, Council of Delegates, Proceedings, pp. 108–112).

33 Resolutions XI–XXI (Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross: Commemoration Day, 
Council of Delegates, Proceedings, pp. 113–119).

34 ACICR, B AG 134-044, “Summary translation of a letter which has been shown to me confidentially, 
addressed to the Norwegian Parliament’s Nobel Committee”, 11 February 1963. For more on the 
action taken by the ICRC to send aid to concentration-camp detainees, see: “Service des colis aux 
camps de concentration (C. C. C.) du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge”, RICR, No. 320, 
August 1945, pp. 601–615.

35 International Tracing Service (Bad Arolsen, Germany), personal communication, 17 March 2008.
36 The first Nobel Peace Prize was awarded in 1901 jointly to Henry Dunant and the French pacifist 

Frédéric Passy.
37 ACICR, B AG 134-042, letter from Anders Daae to ICRC President Léopold Boissier, 14 July 1963.
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International Red Cross – the ICRC and the League – receive the prize jointly rather 
than the ICRC alone: “In this way, the Norwegian Nobel Committee could simultan-
eously honour both the peacetime work of the Red Cross – that of the League – and 
its wartime work carried out by the ICRC. Indeed, it is reasonable to think that both 
promote peace.”38

It is easy to understand Boissier’s position. Submitting to the Nobel Committee 
rival ICRC and League nominations was a recipe for outright failure. In addition, if 
such a significant distinction were to be awarded to the ICRC alone during the Red 
Cross centenary, it would surely leave a bitter taste in the mouths of the League and 
the National Societies. If, by contrast, the prize were awarded to both the ICRC and 
the League, it would be considered an honour by all Red Cross, Red Crescent and Red 
Lion and Sun organizations.

To judge by Anders Daae’s reply, the idea of a dual nomination was not well received 
by those promoting the League, who believed that the ICRC’s work went hand in 
hand with war and that the League alone made an authentic contribution to peace.39

This viewpoint, however, was powerfully undermined by the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
since it was the ICRC that was asked to take action to preserve peace.40

Be that as it may, the Norwegian Nobel Committee made the award jointly to both 
organizations in October 1963.41 This was the third time that the ICRC had received 
the Nobel Peace Prize. It had received the prize in 1917 and again in 1944 for its work 
in connection with the world wars.42 The organization remains to this day the only 
three-time recipient. Though 1963 was the only time the prize had been awarded to 
the Movement as a whole.

The award ceremony was held in Oslo in December. It was attended by King Olav V 
and the heir to the throne, Prince Harald. The ICRC was represented by President 
Boissier and Melchior Borsinger, the League by President John MacAulay and Secretary-
General Henrik Beer.43 In his address, Boissier said that as far as it concerned the ICRC, 

38 ACICR, B AG 134-042, letter from ICRC President Léopold Boissier to Anders Daae, 17 July 1962.
39 ACICR, B AG 134-042, letters from Anders Daae to ICRC President Léopold Boissier, 7 August 

1962, 13 October 1962, and 14 July 1963; letter from Anders Daae to Henrik Beer, secretary-general 
of the League of Red Cross Societies, 13 October 1962.

40 “I have made good use of the letter from Mr. U Thant,” wrote Dr Daae to President Boissier in a letter 
dated 8 December 1962 (ACICR, B AG 134-042). Although Dr Daae did not specify to which letter 
he was referring, it is very likely it was the one that U Thant had sent to Paul Ruegger on 9 November 
1962 to thank the ICRC for helping the United Nations work towards a peaceful resolution of the 
Cuban Missile Crisis. The UN had published the letter immediately. (See this work, p. 443.)

41 ACICR, B AG 134-044, telegram from Norwegian Nobel Committee Chair Gunnar Jahn to the 
ICRC, 10 October 1963; letter from Gunnar Jahn to the ICRC, 11 October 1963; B AG 134-042, 
letter from Anders Daae to ICRC President Léopold Boissier, 24 October 1963. “The Nobel Peace 
Prize Award to the International Committee and the League”, IRRC, No. 539, November 1963, 
pp. 599–600.

42 This in addition to Henry Dunant receiving it personally, in 1901 (see above, note 36).
43 ACICR, A PV PL, document SP 432: “Rapport présenté par le Président Bossier en Assemblé 

plénière du CICR le mercredi soir 8 janvier 1964. Concerne: Remise au CICR du Prix Nobel de la 
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the prize was for its work since the Second World War, that is, largely coming to the aid 
of people affected by civil war. He pointed out that the principles guiding the ICRC’s 
activities had been accepted in realms where previously “only might was right”. New 
barriers to violence had been erected and new prospects for peace opened.44 In a later 
talk, Boissier emphasized ICRC action during the Cuban Missile Crisis.45 Clearly, 
the ICRC felt that the crisis had weighed heavily in the Nobel Committee’s decision.

Whatever the Committee’s reasoning, awarding the prize to the ICRC and the 
League fully corresponded to Alfred Nobel’s last will and testament, i.e. that the recip-
ient “shall have done the most or the best work for fraternity between nations, for 
the abolition or reduction of standing armies and for the holding and promotion of 
peace congresses”.46

Conclusion

As intended by the organizers of the Centenary Congress, confining the proceedings to 
the Council of Delegates, and thus shutting governments out, served to prevent political 
polemics. The Council was a success in that it adopted key resolutions dealing with sen-
sitive topics: compliance with humanitarian law by UN forces and conflict prevention.

As had been the case in Prague in 1961, it was the issue of peace that provoked the 
liveliest discussion, this time in the shadow of the Cuban Missile Crisis. In his report 
to the ICRC Assembly on the Council’s work, President Boissier pointed out that 
“peace has been sorely needed at all times in history. It is a subject that gives rise, in 
any meeting aimed at strengthening it, to the most difficult and dangerous debates.”47 
Concern to preserve the Movement’s unity – especially in its centenary year – had 
made it possible to achieve compromise broad enough for decisions to be taken, if not 
unanimously, then by very large majorities.

The International Review of the Red Cross published a report on the Congress whose 
triumphalist tone contrasted sharply with the ICRC’s customary reserve: “Judging from 
the comments of all the participants, the Council was a fine demonstration of Red 
Cross unity and universality. Agreement was reached on all points and it is significant 

Paix pour 1963”, 7 January 1964. “The International Committee and the League receive the Nobel 
Peace Prize”, IRRC, No. 541, January 1964, pp. 3–13.

44 ACICR, B AG 134-046, “Discours de M. le Président Boissier à Oslo lors de la remise du prix Nobel 
- novembre 1963”, p. 3. IRRC, No. 541, January 1964, pp. 4–6.

45 ACICR, B AG 134-046, “Some Aspects of the Mission of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, discours prononcé par M. le Président L. Boissier lors de la remise du prix Nobel à Oslo”, 
10 December 1963, pp. 11–14.

46 The Nobel Foundation – Statutes, Nobel Media, http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_organizations/
nobelfoundation/statutes.html, accessed September 2017. IRRC, No. 539, November 1963, pp. 599–
600. ICRC Annual Report 1963, p. 47. ACICR, B AG 134-046, note from the secretary-general of 
the League to the ICRC, 11 February 1963 (in French only).

47 ACICR, A PV PL, document D 841, p. 2.
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that nearly all resolutions were adopted unanimously.”48 The Nobel Prize, coming after 
the successful Council of Delegates, rounded off the centenary year perfectly.

Nevertheless, all the successes could not conceal the fact that it had not been 
possible to hold the 20th International Conference of the Red Cross in 1963. As 
Boissier remarked to the Assembly, while it was true that the Movement’s unity 
remained intact and had been shown to be intact, that unity was a fragile one, which 
might not withstand the shock of a renewed clash of the “two Chinas” at the 1965 
International Conference.49

That said, optimism reigned despite everything, and Boissier concluded: “The Red 
Cross means goodwill overcoming hate and hope overcoming despair. In short, faith 
in ourselves and action based on that faith.”50

48 “Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross: Council of Delegates”, IRRC, No. 538, October 
1963, pp. 513–517, ad p. 513.

49 ACICR, A PV PL, document D 841, p. 4.
50 Ibid., p. 6.



North Yemen civil war 
(1962–1970)

Republic vs monarchy

On 19 September 1962, King Ahmad bin Yahya died after 14 years of autocratic rule in 
North Yemen. He was succeeded by his eldest son Muhammad al-Badr. Once in power, 
the new king named Colonel Abdallah al-Sallal, hitherto his adviser, to command the 
armed forces, and announced a series of reforms to modernize the country.

The new king was not allowed the time to implement those reforms, however, for 
a mere week after his father’s death he was overthrown in a military coup – led by 
al-Sallal, who declared himself president. The new government announced that the new 
king had been killed when his palace collapsed. The government also proclaimed its 
adherence to the Arab socialism advocated by Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser. 
It was duly backed by the United Arab Republic, a fusion of Egypt and Syria that, in 
Nasser’s view, was the first step toward the eventual unification of the entire Arab 
world. In the days following the coup, Egyptian military personnel started arriving 
in North Yemen.

Rather than collapsing unprovoked, the palace had been shelled. And rather than 
dying, Muhammad al-Badr had managed to escape with his bodyguards to the spec-
tacularly rugged mountains in north-western Yemen. This topographical maze was 
practically impenetrable by anyone lacking an intimate knowledge of the terrain. 
Rallying the warrior Shiite tribes as he went, al-Badr took up the fight against the new 
republic based in Sana’a. Almost all Yemenis – especially mountain-dwellers – were 
armed. Al-Badr’s fighters therefore had no need to await outside supplies to begin their 
struggle. Guerrilla warfare one of the natural skills of these mountain and desert tribes, 
who were perfectly familiar with their territory and used to surviving in an extremely 
hostile environment. The winter of 1962–1963 saw the beginning of the bloody North 
Yemen civil war that was to last seven years.1

1 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 29 September–6 October 1962, pp. 18997–18998; March 16–23 
1963, pp. 19297–19303. At the time of the coup on 26 November 1962, there were two Yemens: 
Aden (South Yemen) – a British colony since 1839 that would eventually gain independence on 
30 November 1967 as the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen – and the Kingdom of Yemen 
(North Yemen). During the war described in this chapter, North Yemen was split between the 
northern areas of the country held by tribes loyal to Imam Muhammad al-Badr, and the republican 
south of the country.
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Al-Badr enjoyed the support of Saudi Arabia and thus of the West, the US in par-
ticular. The republic was backed by Nasser’s Egypt and, through it, the Soviet Union. 
The republic’s army was hobbled by desertions, so Egypt sent an expeditionary force 
of 50,000 men, equipped with modern weapons such as tanks and aircraft. North 
Yemen’s civil war thus became a sub-conflict in the overarching Cold War,2 which had 
fractured the Arab world, as it had so many other regions. Fundamentally, however, 
the conflict was one between the Sunni south and the Shiite (more specifically Zaidi) 
groups living in the north, who recognized al-Badr not only as their temporal ruler 
but their spiritual leader, or imam, as well.3

Before this war erupted, North Yemen had been all but closed to outsiders. Anxious 
to protect his country from foreign influences, King Ahmad bin Yahya had used his 
14 years on the throne to keep the borders sealed and his country virtually in a time 
capsule. With war came the 20th century, bursting in onto a feudal society.

In March 1963, UN Under-Secretary-General Ralph Bunche negotiated a non-in-
tervention agreement in North Yemen that, among other things, provided for the UN 
Yemen Observer Mission. With the risk of the conflict spilling over into the rest of the 
Arabian Peninsula thus eliminated, the international community felt free to turn its 
attention elsewhere and the North Yemen conflict was largely forgotten.

The war, however, continued unabated. The Republic’s government controlled the 
main towns and the south of the country, while the royalists were firmly ensconced 
in the virtually unassailable mountains of North Yemen. To strike its targets, the 
Egyptians increasingly turned to bombing and the use of toxic gases, just as Italy had 
done in Abyssinia in 1936.4

In August 1965, President Nasser and King Faisal of Saudi Arabia signed a cease-
fire agreement in Jeddah. Both sides undertook to cease all military intervention in 
North Yemen.

As Egyptian troops began to withdraw, royalist forces advanced on Sana’a and, in 
the early days of 1966, the fighting flared up with renewed destructive energy. Egypt’s 
defeat at the hands of Israel in the Six-Day War of June 1967 resulted in Cairo recalling 
the last of its troops from North Yemen. The royalists took advantage of this to launch 
an offensive that took them to the very gates of Sana’a. But they failed to take the capital 
and the fighting continued until both sides realized they had reached a stalemate. In 
1970, finally, the two sides reached a compromise agreement under the Islamic judge 
Abd Al-Rahman al-Ariani.

2 A. Rochat, L’ homme à la croix: une anticroisade, Editions de l’Aire, Vevey, 2005, p. 27.
3 The Zaidis’ hereditary line of imams was founded in 898 by the Imam Yahya bin al-Husayn bin 

al-Qasim ar-Rassi, a sixth-generation descendant of Fatima and Ali. As such, the Yemeni dynasty 
in 1962 was one of the world’s oldest reigning dynasties and descended directly from the Prophet 
Muhammad through his daughter and her husband.

4 R. Baudendistel, Between Bombs and Good Intentions. The Red Cross and the Italo-Ethiopian War, 
1935–1936, Berghahn Books, New York, 2006.
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Ultimately, in 1989, the leaders of North and South Yemen reached agreement on 
the merger of the two States. It came into force in May 1990 and combined the two 
States into one: the Republic of Yemen, with Sana’a as its capital.

Thus the two parts of Yemen were once again reunited: South Yemen – which had 
been a British protectorate for almost a century and a half – and North Yemen, once 
the enchanted realm of the Queen of Sheba, who visited King Solomon; Eudaimon 
Arabia for the ancient Greeks, Arabia Felix to the Romans, and al-Yaman as-Saida to 
the first Arab chroniclers.5 For all this time, over three thousand years – apart from two 
periods of Ottoman domination that were more window dressing than true domin-
ation – Yemen had succeeded in maintaining its independence and identity.6

Yemen and the Geneva Conventions

Cut off from the world as it had been for generations, North Yemen took no part in 
drawing up modern humanitarian law. The Red Cross and Geneva Conventions were 
unknown there.

Yemenis were prepared to respect humanitarian precepts derived from the Koran 
or dictated by their own customs. However, these rules did not always correspond to 
the provisions of the Geneva Conventions. And in Yemen – as elsewhere – there was 
often a gap between rules of morality and what people actually did, especially in war. 
And indeed, during the first months of the North Yemen civil war, outrages attributed 
to the adversary were used to justify the most appalling atrocities.

Numerous massacres took place in the days that followed the coup d’etat of 
September 1962. In Sana’a and other cities, many members of the royal family and 
others in the aristocracy were murdered.7 Most of the prisoners taken in the early 
fighting were either summarily executed or sentenced to punitive mutilations (allowed 
by law and custom). In keeping with age-old custom, prisoners were held in heavy 
iron chains.

With the arrival of Egyptian troops, practices changed. Captured Egyptians 
remained in the power of the tribes who had taken them and were shackled like 
the others. But they were also used as human shields against Egyptian bombing 
and for extorting periodic payments from the Egyptian high command to prevent 
their execution.8

5 The expressions Eudaimon Arabia, Arabia Felix, and al-Yaman as-Saida may all be translated as 
“happy Arabia”.

6 Though this work covers the period from 1956 to 1965, it follows the ICRC’s activities in Yemen up 
to their conclusion in 1972 because the core of that work clearly took place from 1962 to 1965. The 
principal framework for any developments after 31 December 1965 was laid out before that date.

7 “The executioners were hard-pressed to behead all those condemned during the first few days of the 
rebellion,” writes André Rochat (op. cit., p. 31).

8 Rochat, pp. 31, 38, 147–148, 160, 184, 189, 211.
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ICRC action
ICRC makes contact and offers services

In late November 1962, King al-Badr’s representative at UN headquarters in New York 
announced that the king desired the assistance of the ICRC. An ICRC delegate, Pierre 
Gaillard, therefore left two weeks later to visit Cairo, Damascus, Beirut, Amman and 
Riyadh and assess how best the ICRC could organize protection and assistance for 
those affected by the conflict.

In Cairo, Gaillard met with the ambassador of the new republic, in Riyadh with 
the ambassador of the king. He concluded that ICRC action would be welcomed by 
both sides. The ICRC therefore decided to send delegates to each side in the conflict 
and to Saudi Arabia.9 This was an audacious move, not only because neither North 
Yemen nor Saudi Arabia was party to the Geneva Conventions but also because the 
nature of the terrain and the almost complete lack of infrastructure in the combat 
zone made any action extremely difficult. Though two-thirds the size of Great Britain, 
North Yemen had only one single road, which linked Sana’a to Hodeda, a port on the 
Red Sea coast, and one of the hottest places on the planet. There were some fertile 
valleys and downslopes that received a degree of precipitation, and Yemeni farmers 
built terraced fields there. Military operations were being carried out in places where 
no European had ever set foot. These hot and dry conditions meant harsh poverty and 
endemic illnesses such as tuberculosis and intestinal disease.10

Work in Saudi Arabia and the north and south of North Yemen

In late December 1962, two ICRC doctors, Jean-Maurice Rubli and Guido Piderman, 
travelled to Saudi Arabia. In Riyadh they were received by Prince Faisal, the crown 
prince and prime minister. They raised a number of subjects: the issue of Saudi Arabia 
becoming bound by the Geneva Conventions, the setting up of a Red Crescent Society 
and the conditions of detention of the prisoners captured by al-Badr’s forces and trans-
ferred to Saudi Arabia.

As a result, Saudi Arabia became party to the Geneva Conventions in May 1963 
and set about founding a National Society, which was recognized the following August. 
In addition, 24 Egyptian personnel captured in North Yemen and interned in Saudi 
Arabia were released and repatriated in May, accompanied by an ICRC delegate. The 
process was repeated with 15 Egyptian prisoners the following January.11

9 ICRC Archives, ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary sessions, 10 January 1963, pp. 5–6. 
ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 29.

10 ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 29. ICRC Annual Report 1963, p. 16. ICRC, The ICRC and the Yemen 
Conflict, ICRC, Geneva, 1964, pp. 1–5. ACICR, B AG 200 225, note from Pierre Gaillard to the 
ICRC, 25 November 1962.

11 ICRC Annual Report 1962, pp. 29–30. ICRC Annual Report 1963, pp. 15–17. ICRC Annual Report 
1964, pp. 9–10. The ICRC and the Yemen Conflict, pp. 8–9. IRRC, No. 530, February 1963, pp. 93–94.
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Rubli and Piderman then flew to Najran, a Saudi oasis near the Yemeni border, 
in an aircraft chartered by the Saudi government. There they embarked on a long 
trek – travelling only at night so as to avoid Egyptian air attack – and finally reached 
the headquarters of Muhammad al-Badr deep in the Asir mountains. Rubli and 
Piderman were received with great kindness but soon discovered that the king and 
the tribal chiefs close to him knew nothing of the Geneva Conventions or the Red 
Cross. They mainly expected that the ICRC would publicly condemn enemy attacks, 
especially those involving napalm, which took a heavy toll among both combatants 
and non-combatants. Nevertheless, the king was very well disposed towards these 
visitors virtually from another planet and declared himself prepared to adhere to 
the Geneva Conventions immediately. The delegates felt the best course of action 
was to capture this ardour on paper without delay. They advised the king to write a 
letter undertaking to respect the principles of humanitarian law. He did, and this is 
the translation:

76.  Yemen, 1964. On the way from Gareh to Washa.  © Yves Debraine (ICRC/CID, V P YE-E-00302)
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The Mutawakkilite Kingdom 
In the Name of Allah the All-Merciful 
The Royal Court of the Imam

El Mansur Camp 
Ref. 51 
7 / 8 / 1382 (corresponding to 2 January 1963)

Professor Léopold Boissier, President of the ICRC,

…

Thank you for sending us your delegation composed of Colonel Jean-Maurice Rubli and Dr 
Guido Piderman.

We wish to assure you that we have long greatly admired the work of the International Red 
Cross and that the principles of the Red Cross enjoy our utmost respect. We have therefore 
ordered our armies to act in accordance with those principles and everything pertaining to 
them, to the exclusion of all political issues.

We have also issued orders – in light of what we know of the principles and rules – to our 
government to study the procedure by which Yemen could come join the Red Cross, for we 
are absolutely convinced of the need for this affiliation.

With great respect,

Al-Badr12

The king’s undertakings were not always implemented since some tribes believed that 
the only fate fit for a prisoner was death by sabre-stroke. The king therefore ordered 
that all prisoners be delivered to him alive and without delay, promising a reward for 
every living prisoner brought to his headquarters.

The delegates observed that the royalist forces had no doctors or nurses. They treated 
the numerous wounded and sick as best they could. During one operation an air raid 
occurred and Piderman was lightly wounded. Their mission report recommended that 
priority be given to ICRC medical action to treat wounded combatants and civilians.13

When it received the report, the ICRC decided to send Dr Bruno Beretta to re-
inforce the team among the royalist forces. He proceeded to Saudi Arabia and then 
into the royalist-controlled area of North Yemen. He had instructions to also assess 
the treatment and conditions of prisoners taken in the fighting.14

12 ACICR, no reference code, letter from Imam Muhammad al-Badr to ICRC president Léopold 
Boissier, 2 January 1963.

13 ICRC Annual Report 1962, pp. 29–30. ICRC Annual Report 1963, pp. 16–17. The ICRC and the 
Yemen Conflict, pp. 6–8. ACICR, B AG 200 225, communiqué from the information minister of 
the Kingdom of Yemen, 7 January 1963; B AG 251 225, mission report by Dr Guido Piderman and 
Dr Jean-Maurice Rubli, 14 January 1963. Rochat, pp. 34–35.

14 ACICR, A PV CP, Presidential Council minutes, 24 January 1963, p. 4.
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Meanwhile two other delegates, Roger du Pasquier and Joseph Gasser, had travelled 
to Sana’a in early January and made contact with the republican authorities. They were 
received by President Abdallah Al-Sallal, who met their request to sign an undertaking 
to ensure compliance with the main provisions of the Geneva Conventions.

The delegates also met the deputy health minister (the minister being abroad), the 
director-general of the newly formed North Yemeni Red Crescent and the commander 
of medical services in the Egyptian expeditionary force. They visited the hospital in 
Sana’a, where they met several political detainees, including a minister of the former 
government. Like their colleagues’ from royalist-held territory, their report to Geneva 
emphasized the distress of the war-wounded: “Needs are great and they are pressing, 
among military personnel from both sides and also among the civilian population. The 
officials we met listed the items they urgently require. All are intended exclusively for 
those affected by the hostilities.”15

President Al-Sallal had also promised to send to Geneva lists of prisoners captured 
by his forces, but these were never received. In early July, two delegates were allowed 
to visit members of the North Yemeni royal family interned in Cairo. In March 1964, 
the Egyptian authorities released 24 of them – women and children – and allowed 
them to leave for Saudi Arabia. In 1967, following discussions between the ICRC and 
the Egyptian authorities, 44 women and children from the royal family who had been 
living under house arrest in Sana’a since late 1962 were allowed to leave. The ICRC 
organized their departure to Ethiopia,16 and from there to Saudi Arabia, where other 
members of the royal family were living. In 1968, finally, the ICRC organized the evac-
uation from North Yemen of a further 75 members of the royal family who had been 
interned in Sana’a and Taiz. Arranged at the request of the republican government, the 
evacuation required lengthy negotiations between the republican authorities and those 
of the other countries concerned. The entire process lasted four months.

In the republican-held south, medical care was almost completely unavailable. Apart 
from the Egyptian military medical service, which treated the authorities themselves, 
there were but few doctors and an acute lack of medicines. The ICRC therefore sent an 
appeal for medicines to a number of National Societies in early 1963 and dispatched 
the resulting donations to Sana’a, where they were distributed by Jürg Baer, a med-
ical delegate.

Between 1964 and 1965, the ICRC also organized relief distributions in the south.17

15 ACICR, B AG 251 225-002, document SP 377: “Rapport de M. Du Pasquier sur sa mission au 
Yémen républicain du 15 janvier au 6 février 1963”, p. 6; no reference code, statement by Abdullah 
al-Sallal, president of the Yemen Arab Republic, 28 January 1963. Rochat, pp. 36–38.

16 That is, to Asmara, which was then capital of the Ethiopian province of Eritrea.
17 ICRC Annual Report 1962, p. 29. ICRC Annual Report 1963, pp. 16–18. ICRC Annual Report 1964, 

pp. 10–14. ICRC Annual Report 1965, pp. 29–30. ICRC Annual Report 1966, p. 31. ICRC Annual 
Report 1967, p. 17. ICRC Annual Report 1968, p. 41. The ICRC and the Yemen Conflict, pp. 6–14. 
ACICR, B AG 200 225, mission report by Roger du Pasquier, 29 January 1963.
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In the parts of North Yemen controlled by royalist forces, there was simply no med-
ical care at all. The ICRC therefore decided to send in mobile teams – each consisting 
of a doctor and one or two nurses – to treat combatants and non-combatants alike.

To complete this network of field staff, the organization posted a delegate to Jeddah 
and in late 1963, assigned André Rochat as head of its delegation in North Yemen, 
putting him in charge of all ICRC activities on the Arabian Peninsula.18

Field hospital

As the fighting intensified in the royalist-held parts of North Yemen, ICRC medical 
delegates there saw the situation deteriorate from day to day. Men wounded in the 
mountains usually had to be taken long distances to receive care, and most died. The 
medical delegates undertook arduous journeys on foot and operated in caves or in the 
open air. But the situation was too dire for their achievements ever to suffice.

Two doctors seconded to the ICRC by the Swiss Red Cross, Erwin Spirgi and 
Anton Wild, travelled across the whole of royalist-held territories in the summer of 
1963. Accompanied by an ICRC delegate, Laurent Vust, they proceeded first by truck, 
then on mule-back, and finally on foot in the scorching dry heat across the high plateau 
along the Saudi border. They trudged for up to 12 hours a day with little food and no 
comforts, occasionally arriving in villages perched precariously on mountainsides. There 
the sick and injured were brought to them. Their mission is typified by the following 
excerpt from their report:

Shortly before sundown, we set off westwards from the royalist camp in a small truck riddled 
with bullet holes. During the night we stopped at a cave where two soldiers badly wounded 
by grenade fragments had been waiting for five days for treatment! They were lying on 
sheepskins soaked with their blood and pus. One was drifting in and out of consciousness. 
The cave stank, there was hardly any water and, naturally, no soap. We administered the 
antibiotic chloramphenicol and explained the need for them to be evacuated.

The next stop was the Kharir oasis, where we received about 20 patients, some of them 
children. A 10-year-old girl had severe pneumonia, a 12-year-old boy was dying. We could 
treat only his symptoms and asked that he be taken to Najran and Jeddah.

18 André Rochat (4 December 1925–29 August 2009), of Mont-la-Ville in the canton of Vaud, initially 
trained in the hotel trade before joining the ICRC in 1963 as delegate-general for the Arabian 
Peninsula and working extensively in Yemen and Aden from 1963 to 1969. As the ICRC’s dele-
gate-general for the Middle East, beginning in July 1969, he travelled to Israel, Lebanon, Jordan, 
Syria and Egypt following the Six-Day War. In 1970, he responded when hostages were taken at 
Athens airport, and two months later, when four large aircraft from prominent Western airlines 
were hijacked and flown to a desert airport near Zarka, Jordan, where the passengers disembarked 
and the aircraft were blown up. Rochat was dismissed by the ICRC in 1971. See below, note 45, 
p. 491. Rochat, pp. 39–41.
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77.  Yemen. British Red Cross medical team at work.  © Yves Debraine (ICRC/CID, V P YE-E-00008)

78.  Yemen, 1964. Uqd hospital complex.  © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P YE-E-00578)
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79.  Yemen, 1964. Fighters arriving at Uqd for medical consultations leaving their weapons 
at the entrance.  © Yves Debraine (ICRC/CID, V P YE-E-00459)

80.  Yemen, 1964. Patient being carried to the operating room at Uqd. 
 © Yves Debraine (ICRC/CID, V P ILAA-N-00009-30)
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We were by now convinced, without the slightest shadow of a doubt, of the need for a modern 
field hospital with advanced diagnostic and therapeutic facilities. We were above all con-
cerned about pulmonary tuberculosis, which was spreading quickly among the women, who 
had to work so hard, and among the under-nourished children.

We stayed two days in Kharir, then resumed our journey on mule-back. Everywhere we 
stopped, mothers came out with sick children. All we could do was distribute antibiotics 
and ointment for eye infections.

Five hours into the night, we arrived at a prison camp, where we treated the cases we found 
there. Later, more sick people were brought to us, including malaria cases, pneumonia and 
a compound fracture of a finger. One soldier had been stabbed in the chest. We distributed 
antibiotics and bandages.

The next night, after crossing a pass at an elevation of 3,000 metres, the delegates once 
again stopped at a camp. Their report continues:

The patients surged around our tent, all wanting to enter at once. One man had a mutilated 
hand, another’s abdomen was a patchwork of scars. After receiving some 40 patients, we were 
once again able to continue by vehicle. Like the first one it was riddled with bullet holes.

We travelled through the night towards the area where the fighting was, passing places that 
had been bombed out. At one place the commander allowed us to visit his prisoners, whom 
he had been holding for five months. Watched by their guards, they slept on bare rock in 
caves. We distributed capture cards.19

We set up in a cave and began receiving the wounded. Most had been injured by grenade 
fragments. We began by treating seven who had been injured the previous day. One had a 
knee wound, and when we removed the bandages we found the wound full of worms. Another 
had a very nasty abscess. Our hands were covered with pus and worms. One of us sterilized 
the instruments in a rock crevice while the other extracted the fragments. We injected each 
patient with megacillin. Between operations we were brought other patients, many suffering 
from advanced dysentery. They watched us with feverish eyes. One poor soul had a fractured 
pelvis with a macrohaematuria plus oliguria. He had been run over by a truck that morning.

We slept for a few hours in the morning, then the consultations resumed.

That afternoon, we administered the last of our medicines to 15 wounded people brought 
to us in a truck. They were also suffering from malaria. We then left for Najran, 260 km 
away. On the way we passed a place where, five months before, a battle had been fought and 

19 Under Art. 70 of the Third Geneva Convention, upon arriving at a camp, even a transit camp, every 
prisoner must be allowed to fill out a capture card that he may address to both his family and the 
Central Tracing Agency to inform them of his capture. In principle, it is the detaining power’s 
responsibility to distribute the cards to prisoners of war and to ensure their delivery. In practice, 
however, it is often ICRC delegates who distribute the cards during their visits to places of detention 
and later send them to both the detainees’ families and the Central Tracing Agency.
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100 men killed. Their bodies lay in the open. They had been partly eaten by birds and were 
being slowly covered by sand.20

Thrown from his mule, Dr Wild fell on a rocky outcrop and broke a vertebra. Najran 
was simply too far away for someone in his condition to travel. With permission from 
Prince Abdallah, in whose sector they found themselves, the two other delegates man-
aged to carry him instead into republican-held territory. From there they were flown 
in an Egyptian military helicopter to Sana’a, where Wild was hospitalized. Egyptian 
officers attempted, with threats of imprisonment, to extract information from them 
about the situation on the royalist side. They refused, and it was only when the Indian 
commander of the UN force, Lieutenant-General P. S. Gyani, intervened that they 
were allowed to leave for Jeddah.21

If nothing else, this experience showed that the ICRC had the ability to cross the 
lines from one side to another in North Yemen’s civil war.

When they returned to Geneva, Spirgi and Wild made very clear to the ICRC 
that it was indispensable to set up a field hospital equipped for major surgery near the 
fighting. And they had determined the best place: Uqd, a plateau enclosed on three 
sides by the volcanic range that separates Yemen from Saudi Arabia south of Najran. 
Uqd was in a neutral zone controlled by the UN force.

In October 1963, therefore, several National Societies – particularly the British 
and Swiss Red Cross – helped the ICRC set up a field hospital in Uqd. It had 50 beds 
and various specialized units – for radiology, for instance – and a laboratory and a 
clinic for consultations. It also had a fully equipped operating room in the form of a 
“clinobox”: a five-tonne, fully equipped surgical module.

It proved very difficult to transport all the components of the field hospital to 
Uqd – particularly the clinobox, which was eventually flown as far as Jeddah in a large 
US Air Force transport plane. But the crew felt that a runway as rudimentary as Najran 
would not be safe for use by such a huge aircraft. Finally the clinobox was flown to 
Riyadh, then transported over roads and finally desert tracks – a distance of 1,400 km. 
Nevertheless, by December the entire hospital was fully functional and every bed occu-
pied. Fifty beds soon proved too few, and the ICRC began planning an expansion.

This surgical hospital stood in open desert. In addition to the locally recruited 
Yemeni guards and other personnel, it was staffed, at any one time, by between 20 
and 25 surgeons, radiologists, other doctors, nurses, laboratory technicians, drivers, 
radio operators and administrators, all provided by National Societies, the Swiss Red 
Cross first among them.

20 ACICR, B AG 251 225-001, “Expedition der Drs. Spirgi und Wild in das sog. Jauf-Gebiet (nord-
oestlicher Teil von Yemen) von 6.9 bis 21.9.1963”. ICRC Annual Report 1963, pp. 19–21.

21 ICRC Annual Report 1963 , pp.  20–21. IR RC, No.  538,  October 1963, pp.  545–546; 
No. 540, December 1963, pp. 633–638. ACICR, B AG 022, letter from Laurent Vust to Françoise 
Perret, 30 September 1992. Rochat, pp. 91–93.
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81.  Yemen, 1964. An operation underway in Uqd’s clinobox. 
 © Yves Debraine (ICRC/CID, V P YE-E-00695)

82.  Yemen, 1964. Wounded fighter being evacuated from combat zone. 
 © ICRC/André Rochat (ICRC/CID, V P YE-N-00089-03)
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Wounded combatants were not the only people who received treatment there. 
Sometimes, entire families came, often after long treks, attracted by the good reputation 
of the facility. Gradually, a small colony of sick people and their relatives gathered in 
the rocky landscape around the hospital. The doctors and nurses began giving courses 
in illness prevention and first aid. The Uqd hospital also began sending out mobile 
medical teams.

Shortly after opening its doors, the hospital began dispatching such teams into the 
combat zone to rapidly treat the wounded. The first of these teams was composed of 
staff from the British Red Cross and an ICRC delegate. It travelled west, to an area near 
al-Badr’s headquarters. There it treated many wounded and sick people. Other teams, 
from the Swiss Red Cross and accompanied by ICRC doctors, headed eastward. They 
travelled the mountains, looking for wounded people sheltering in caves. Most of the 
wounded were too ill to be moved and surgery was carried out on the spot, often in 
dangerous conditions, the fighting being so near.

With spring came rapidly rising temperatures: during the day, air temperatures in 
the hospital tents could be as high as 40°C. Rising heat meant a rising daily need for 
water (from 3,500 to 9,000 litres). The nearest wells were over 40 km away and it was 
largely impossible to increase deliveries by tanker truck. The medical staff therefore 
had to ration their water.

Despite such difficulties, the work of the hospital and its mobile teams – from all 
National Societies staffing the hospital: British, French, Swiss and West German – con-
tinued and grew in 1964 and 1965 despite the fact that the UN mandate ended in 
September 1965 and was not renewed. Thereafter the ICRC no longer benefited from 
UN aviation and radio services, though the hospital had radio equipment that enabled 
it to stay in touch with Geneva.

Despite the facility’s sustainability in principle, in late 1965 the ICRC decided 
to close the hospital. This was motivated by financial difficulties but also by the fact 
that the fighting had shifted south. Finally, when the August 1965 Jeddah ceasefire 
agreement came into force, it was reasonable to assume that the fighting was coming 
to an end and that the facility would soon no longer have its original purpose. The 
clinobox was hauled back to Najran and there turned into a dispensary at which thou-
sands of Saudis and Yemenis received treatment. In keeping with its withdrawal plan, 
however, the ICRC removed Red Cross staff in early 1966 and handed over responsi-
bility for the dispensary to the royalists controlling the sector in nearby North Yemen.

From December 1963 to November 1965, a total of 186 staff members were assigned 
for a period of several months to the Uqd hospital. The conditions they worked 
in – sandstorms, temperatures of up to 50°C, water shortages and isolation – were 
exceptionally harsh. But for many of the people they treated, who often had to travel 
for days to reach the facility, they held out the only hope of survival.

In its two years, the hospital had a total of 1,700 inpatients, carried out over 
2,000 operations, and gave over 60,000 consultations.22

22 ICRC Annual Report 1965, pp. 27–29.
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The Uqd hospital was the ICRC’s main operational base in the royalist-held part of 
North Yemen. Medical teams fanned out to treat the wounded near the battlefields, or 
administer first aid and dispatch them to hospital for treatment. But the facility was 
more than this: it was the very cornerstone of the ICRC’s presence in Yemen. It ensured 
ICRC credibility in the eyes of the royalist tribes and enabled the organization to take 
action in behalf of republican and Egyptian prisoners in royalist hands.23

Prisoners of war

Throughout the conflict, the ICRC visited Egyptian and republican prisoners held by 
the royalists. Those visits involved long and arduous journeys in roadless mountainous 
territory, but they constituted the prisoners’ only link with the outside, their only op-
portunity to send and receive family messages, and the only way to bring the nutritional 
and medical aid they so desperately needed.

In early 1964, for example, André Rochat, the head of the ICRC’s delegation in 
North Yemen, set off to meet the royalist Naham tribe in the mountains a few dozen 
kilometres east of Sana’a. The tribe was practically surrounded by enemy forces and 
their 29 Egyptian prisoners were totally cut off from the outside world. Having secured 
assurances from all parties concerned, Rochat left the Uqd hospital in the company 
of a few delegates, one of whom was a doctor. They took 500 kg of supplies that were 
transported first by truck and eventually on camels.

The front between the two sides was so tortuous that, to reach royalist forces, the 
convoy had to cross an Egyptian salient, which forced it to traverse a minefield in the 
desert. A Bedouin was riding in the lead truck and acting as guide. In the middle of the 
minefield, however, he announced that he had forgotten the rest of the way through. 
At that point it was too late to back up, so the convoy raced forward by the shortest 
route and somehow avoided disaster. The Egyptian commander had been notified of 
the convoy’s arrival but had neglected to inform his subordinates since he was not at 
all convinced that the ICRC convoy would be able to cross the lines. When he saw it 
arrive, he at first thought it must be a royalist ruse and almost ordered his troops to 
fire, but thought better of it. The ICRC was given a friendly reception.

Soon the convoy crossed over the other side of the salient and headed for the steep 
mountain stronghold of the Naham tribe. Al-Badr had informed them by radio of the 
ICRC’s imminent arrival and forward units greeted the delegates warmly. From here 
on the trucks could not be used. The convoy carried on by camel, and finally on foot.

23 ICRC Annual Report 1963, pp. 19–25. ICRC Annual Report 1964, pp. 10–13. ICRC Annual Report 
1966, pp. 29–31. The ICRC and the Yemen Conflict, pp. 14–25. IRRC, No. 540, December 1963, 
pp. 633–638; No. 541, January 1964, pp. 24–29; No. 542, February 1964, pp. 77–82; No. 543, March 
1964, pp. 135–136; No. 544, April 1964 pp. 181–183; No. 545, May 1964, pp. 259–261; No. 546, 
June 1964, pp. 297–298; No. 548, August 1964, pp. 428–432; No. 556, April 1965, pp. 186–191; 
No. 562, October 1965, pp. 528–537. Rochat, pp. 38–39, 40, 43, 47, 51–107, 123–125, 139–140.
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83.  Yemen, 1964. Prison visit. Detainee in foreground still wearing shackles for fear of 
injuring his ankles by removing them.  © Yves Debraine (ICRC/CID, V P YE-N-00058-26)
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84.  Yemen, 1964. ICRC visiting Egyptian prisoners.  © Yves Debraine (ICRC/CID, V P YE-E-00385)

85.  Yemen, July 1964. Truce meeting between high-ranking representatives of both sides, 
with André Rochat between them.  © ICRC/J. Santandrea( (ICRC/CID, V P YE-N-00010-20)
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The headquarters of the tribal chief was in a cave at an elevation of over 3,000 
metres. The 29 Egyptian soldiers, most of them in chains, were being held in another 
cave. They were in a state of utter deprivation. Their guards fared no better. Following 
lengthy discussion, André Rochat succeeded in having their chains removed, and 
secured permission to send monthly relief consignments. Meanwhile, the doctor was 
treating the sick and wounded. One of the prisoners was in such bad shape that he 
needed to be taken to hospital. The chief agreed to the prisoner’s release on condition 
that his own former aide-de-camp, now being held prisoner in Sana’a, be freed and 
return within two weeks. Rochat gave his own word on this and personally accom-
panied the gravely ill man to Sana’a, where he was able to arrange the release of the 
chief ’s deputy. A week later, he brought the aide-de-camp back to his tribe and distrib-
uted a new batch of relief to the Egyptian prisoners.

From then on, ICRC delegates crossed the front lines with no difficulty.
At the same time as it was aiding Egyptian and republican prisoners, the ICRC 

was also aiding royalists held by the republicans and their Egyptian allies. In early 
1964, Rochat was allowed to visit a Sana’a prison where 30 people were being held, six 
of them members of al-Badr’s family. He brought them material aid and interviewed 
them in private. He repeated these visits regularly and, at year’s end, ICRC delegates 
visited 10 high-ranking royalists, held in Taiz, whom they also brought material aid 
and family messages.24

The 1965 ceasefire

Delegates continued visiting prisoners on both sides until, in August 1965, the Jeddah 
Agreement was reached and a ceasefire announced. The ICRC approached both sides 
several times to inquire about organizing a comprehensive release and repatriation of 
all prisoners, in keeping with the Agreement. It arranged an initial meeting between 
royalist and Egyptian representatives at a spot in no-man’s-land near Ben Ashesh, then 
a second meeting at the Uqd hospital. Held under ICRC auspices, these meetings 
worked out the process for repatriating the prisoners.

The releases began in mid-August. Egyptian prisoners were assembled at the Uqd 
hospital, then repatriated. Despite serious difficulties due to disagreements between the 
two sides, the releases continued throughout September and October. On 11 October, 
finally, Rochat sent a message to Geneva: “Mission fully accomplished. Euphoria at 
miracle of it all.”25

24 ICRC Annual Report 1964, pp. 7–9. The ICRC and the Yemen Conflict, pp. 25–29. Rochat, pp. 124–
126, 146–198.

25 ICRC Annual Report 1964, pp. 9–10. ICRC Annual Report 1965, p. 27. Rochat, pp. 200–205.



484 part vii. centenary congress & 20th international conference

Hostilities resume and ICRC returns to work

Unfortunately, the ceasefire did not last long. In early 1966, fighting resumed and 
was more intense than ever; the ICRC concluded that it would not, after all, be able 
to close its operation. It therefore posted four medical teams (each with a doctor and 
two nurses) to North Yemen near the fighting.26

In the south, it continued sending food and clothing for civilian relief, and regularly 
visited detainees.27

Air raids on royalist territory and allegations of poison gas

Since the beginning of the fighting, the royalists and the Saudi government had both 
accused the Egyptians of using chemical weapons. However, neither party had produced 
evidence consistent with these allegations.28 This changed abruptly in January 1967 
when aircraft attacked the village of Ketaf in the Al Jawf, an area of dry plateaux held 
by the royalists. Over 120 people were killed and, two days later, two ICRC doctors 
arrived on the scene and found a number of indications that poison gas had been used 
by the Egyptian air force, a charge the Egyptians vigorously denied.

The idea that a deliberate violation of the 1925 Geneva Protocol prohibiting the use 
of lethal gas – one of the oldest codified rules of the law of war – had been committed 
sparked great outrage on both sides.29 While the Egyptian press claimed that André 
Rochat had submitted a report to the Sana’a authorities showing that the supposed 
victims were, in fact, suffering from tuberculosis, the Saudi government demanded that 
the ICRC condemn the Egyptian air force for using chemical weapons.

To follow up the findings of its doctors, the ICRC sent an appeal on 30 January to 
the belligerents. It was made public the next day:

The International Committee of the Red Cross in Geneva is extremely concerned about the 
air-raids against the civilian population and the alleged use of poisonous gas recently in the 
Yemen and the neighbouring regions.

In view of the suffering thereby caused, the ICRC earnestly appeals to all authorities involved 
in the conflict for respect in all circumstances of the universally recognized humanitarian 
rules of morality and law.

The ICRC depends on the understanding and support of all the powers involved in order to 
enable its doctors and delegates in the Yemen to continue under the best conditions possible 
to carry out their work of impartial assistance to the victims of this conflict.

26 Rochat, p. 209.
27 ICRC Annual Report 1966, p. 29.
28 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, February 8–15, 1964, p. 19892. Rochat, pp. 106, 131, 159.
29 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 25 February–4 March, 1967, p. 21893.
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The ICRC takes this opportunity to affirm that, in the interest of the persons in need of its 
assistance, it has adopted as a general rule to give no publicity to the observations made by 
its delegates in the exercise of their functions. Nevertheless, these observations are used to 
back up the appropriate negotiations which it unfailingly undertakes whenever necessary.30

This communiqué was far less forthright than the field delegates would have liked. 
Despite indications noted by the doctors, the press release spoke only of “alleged” use of 
poison gas and avoided pointing the finger at any one party. It also avoided any mention 
of the 1925 Protocol, confining itself to calling on the belligerents to comply with “the 
universally recognized humanitarian rules of morality and law”. The want of precision 
in the appeal was doubtless due to the fact that Yemen was not party to the Protocol.31

Yet everyone knew that the only air force operating in Yemeni airspace was Egyptian, 
and the propaganda war raging over the matter made the ICRC’s mild appeal seem 
like a confirmation.

On 12 May, the ICRC learned that there had been a new airstrike, this time on 
several villages in the south-western Al Jawf. In the village of Gahar alone there were 
75 dead. Determined to gather evidence of this new chemical weapons attack and come 
to the aid of the survivors, Rochat decided to go to the site as quickly as possible with 
five other delegates: Jacques Ruff, Laurent Vust, Willy Brutschin, Raymond Janin and 
René Vuille (Brutschin and Janin were doctors, Vuille a nurse). Rochat had provided 
the Egyptian military with his precise route. While pausing in the dry bed of the 
Herran wadi, they came under air attack despite the immense white flag with a red 
cross that they had laid out on the ground beside their convoy. One of the Yemeni 
guides was seriously injured and practically all their medical and relief supplies were 
destroyed. A mistake seemed impossible, since before the attack the aircraft had made 
several reconnaissance passes.32

The members of the convoy pursued their journey on foot, after administering first 
aid to the wounded man and making him as comfortable as possible in a cave with 
several Yemenis to watch over him.

The ICRC team reached Gahar in the early hours of 16 May. Once again, the doc-
tors detected serious indications of poison gas. They treated the wounded and, despite 
the fact that the dead had been buried, they received permission to exhume one body 
and perform an autopsy.

30 ICRC press release No. 824b, 31 January 1967. IRRC, No. 578, February 1967, p. 61. ICRC Annual 
Report 1967, p. 16. Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 25 February 25–4 March, 1967, p. 21893; 12–19 
August, 1967, p. 22204. Rochat, pp. 213–230.

31 The Yemen Arab Republic acceded to the Geneva Protocol of 17 June 1925 on 17 March 1971, a few 
months after the end of the civil war. Egypt, on the other hand, was already among the States party 
to the Protocol, which it had ratified on 6 December 1928 (D. Schindler and J. Toman (eds), The 
Laws of Armed Conflicts, 3rd ed. Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, Dordrecht/Henry Dunant Institute, 
Geneva, 1988, pp. 115–121).

32 Rochat, pp. 233–242.
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87.  Yemen, late 1963. Mission to Muhammad al-Badr’s mountain headquarters. 
 © Yves Debraine (ICRC/CID, V-P-YE-E-00002) 

86.  Yemen, October 1965. Egyptian prisoners being repatriated under ICRC auspices. 
 © ICRC/J. de Palézieux (ICRC/CID, V P YE-N-00025-29)
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The team then went back down to the Herran wadi, where they fetched the guide 
and his caretakers. From there they travelled to Najran and on to Jeddah. During this 
time, the airstrikes continued, killing almost 250 people.

From Jeddah, Rochat and the two doctors returned to Geneva. The samples taken 
in Gahar were submitted to specialists in forensic medicine at the University of Bern. 
The results were categorical, supporting the two doctors’ report on their observations 
in Gahar.

On 2 June, the ICRC sent the reports to the four parties most closely involved 
in the situation: the republican authorities, the royalist authorities, Egypt and Saudi 
Arabia. It called on them to make a solemn commitment to avoid – whatever the 
circumstances – using any asphyxiating gas or other chemical weapon. It then issued 
the following press release:

On June 2, 1967, the International Committee of the Red Cross again received from its 
delegates in the Yemen reports of bombing by toxic gas.

A medical team, led by the head of the ICRC mission in the Yemen, went on May 15 and 
16 to a village in the northern part of the country to attempt to give aid to the victims of 
bombing having taken place some days previously and as a result of which, according to the 
survivors, many inhabitants had died of asphyxiation.

Delayed by an air raid of which their convoy was victim, the ICRC doctors on arrival at the 
site immediately gave treatment to some of the wounded and collected various indications 
pointing to the use of poison gas.

Extremely disturbed and concerned by these methods of warfare which are absolutely for-
bidden by codified international and customary law, the International Committee at 
once communicated its delegates’ reports to all authorities concerned in the Yemen conflict, 
requesting them to take the solemn engagement not to resort in any circumstances whatsoever 
to the use of asphyxiating gases or any other similar toxic substances.33

For the ICRC, the press releases of 30 January and 2 June constituted a departure 
from its practice of refraining from publicly discussing the exact nature of violations 
of humanitarian rules. However, the sheer gravity of the violations, the fact that ICRC 
delegates had themselves witnessed the horrifying consequences and gathered evidence 
of them and – last but not least – the fact that the Egyptian government had dragged 
the ICRC into the polemics surrounding this issue by attributing to its head of del-
egation statements that he had not made: all this caused the ICRC to dispense with 
its traditional reserve.

33 ICRC press release No. 829b, 2 June 1967. “The ICRC and the Yemen Conflict”, IRRC, No. 582, 
June 1967, p. 317. ICRC Annual Report 1967, p. 16. Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 12–19 August, 
1967, p. 22204. Rochat, pp. 230–264.
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The organization also sent copies of these reports, in strict confidentiality, to the 
UN secretary-general and the diplomatic missions in Geneva of the Netherlands, 
Norway and the United States, as well as to the Netherlands and Swedish National 
Societies. All had asked the ICRC about the subject.34

On 5 June, Egypt’s diplomatic representative in Geneva returned the reports to the 
ICRC on the grounds that his government’s denial had rendered them “irrelevant”.

Some days later the ICRC sent the reports directly to the Egyptian foreign min-
ister with a new letter expressly requesting a detailed inquiry into the allegations in 
the reports, and communication to the ICRC of that inquiry’s results without delay.

The minister replied to the ICRC on 19 July, confining himself to reiterating that 
neither the Egyptian air force nor Yemeni republican forces had used poison gas.35

André Rochat later reported that there had been no further gas attacks following 
the press release of 2 June.36

Medical care continues

In late June 1967, Laurent Vust was accompanying a consignment of medical supplies 
on a scheduled flight from the Saudi port of Jazan to Najran, when his plane crashed. 
Though himself seriously injured, Vust managed to drag an unconscious person from 
the fuselage; at that point, the fuel tanks exploded and covered the two in burning 
fuel, killing that person. Vust was the sole survivor of the crash.

In August, an ICRC convoy was ambushed by Bedouins in the Al Jawf. A doctor, 
Frédéric de Bros, was wounded and partially paralysed.

In late 1967, fighting intensified around Sana’a. The ICRC decided to base its med-
ical work behind the royalist lines but not far from Sana’a. It appealed to all parties to 
respect the principles of humanitarian law. André Rochat gave a copy of this appeal 
to Prince Muhammad Ibn Hussein, one of the main royalist commanders, who read 
it over the radio, and called on his people to respect these principles that, he said, were 
in keeping with the Koran.

Rochat then led a convoy that made a 600-km journey by desert track from Najran 
to Jihanah, near Sana’a. The team, which was entirely Swiss, consisted of a surgeon, Hans 
Rudolf Wolfensberger, and three nurses, Berthold Conod, Alfred Moser and Jürgen 
Sitzner. They were later joined by a French Red Cross surgeon, Maximilien Récamier.

In the opening days of 1969, the situation around Jihanah grew increasingly dan-
gerous and the ICRC decided to withdraw its medical team. The two surgeons returned 
to Europe while the three nurses set up a dispensary in Najran.

34 The United States Information Agency published the report by Dr Janin and Dr Brutschin on 29 
June 1967 (Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 12–19 August, 1967, p. 22204).

35 ACICR, B AG 200 225, unsigned internal report, 1 September 1967; B AG 202 225-003, “Usage 
allégué de gaz toxiques au Yémen, 1967–1972”.

36 Rochat, p. 264.
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The dispensary was closed in September and, from then on, all ICRC medical action 
in Yemen was based in Sana’a.37

Surveying needs in South Yemen

In late 1967, the republican government asked the ICRC to send surgeons to Sana’a. 
The organization’s chief medical officer, Ulrich Middendorp, travelled there in January 
1968, to assess the situation; he was accompanied by a delegate, Alfred Isler.38

The two men observed that the heavy fighting around Sana’a had killed or wounded 
many civilians. The security situation made it impossible to guarantee the safety of 
the surgical teams requested. The ICRC therefore decided not to send them for the 
moment; instead it but asked National Societies to dispatch urgently needed medical 
supplies to Sana’a.

Several National Societies – for example the Bulgarian, East German, Hungarian 
and Soviet National Societies – made large relief shipments either directly to Sana’a’s 
hospitals or through the ICRC. The ICRC itself sent a number of items, including 
10 surgical kits and a shipment of crutches.

By early April, the royalist pressure on Sana’a had eased considerably and the organ-
ization asked those National Societies that had offered to send surgical staff to Sana’a to 
now do so. The Czechoslovak and East German National Societies each sent a surgeon. 
They operated in the hospital used for the war-wounded and were replaced in July by 
a team from the Hungarian Red Cross.

In May, the republican health minister asked the ICRC for help in connection with 
150 amputees and others disabled by wounds. The organization sent Dr Middendorp 
to Sana’a to examine these individuals and set up a programme to help them. Working 
with local authorities, Middendorp developed a plan for a prosthetic workshop and 
limb-fitting centre. The task of setting it up would be assigned to two limb-fitting 
technicians, who would fit amputees with artificial limbs but would also be respon-
sible for training several young Yemenis to eventually take over management of the 
centre. Activity commenced in March 1968 and the completed rehabilitation centre was 
inaugurated in August 1970.39 The ICRC ran it for the first two years, in the process 
treating 306 patients, 240 of whom were fitted with artificial limbs. It was then handed 
over to the republican health ministry, which undertook to ensure its future operation 
with support from the World Health Organization.40

37 ICRC Annual Report 1969, pp. 54–55. ACICR, B AG 200 225, report by André Rochat, 22 January 
1968.

38 ICRC Annual Report 1967, pp. 15–17. IRRC, No. 590, February 1968, pp. 79–80.
39 ICRC Annual Report 1968, pp. 39–40. ICRC Annual Report 1970, p. 73.
40 ICRC Annual Report 1970, pp. 78–79. ICRC Annual Report 1971, pp. 59–60. ICRC Annual Report 

1972, p. 78.
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A half-century later, the centre continues its work. Its equipment has been mod-
ernized and its capacity expanded.41 Setting up the Sana’a centre gave new impetus 
to the ICRC’s limb-fitting and rehabilitation work, which has developed remarkably 
over the decades.42

Further work in South Yemen

Following a resurgence of fighting around Sana’a in late 1968, the ICRC organized a 
relief operation for needy people – mostly children – in the city. A first consignment 
arrived in November: seven tonnes of milk and two tonnes of cheese – a gift from the 
Swiss government. These items were distributed between the maternity and tuberculosis 
wards of the hospital and three primary schools teaching a total of 4,200 children.

The situation remained critical, so the organization flew in 10 tonnes of dairy prod-
ucts in January 1969. A further 40 tonnes arrived by ship the following month.

With permission from the republican government, the ICRC arranged for the 
distributions to be carried out by the local authorities with ICRC assistance. These 
continued until October 1969. In all, some 6,000 people, mostly school pupils and 
hospital patients, benefited.

In September 1969, the republican authorities asked the ICRC for help in dealing 
with another emergency: a drought that had markedly affected food supplies in several 
provinces. In late October, the organization sent five tonnes of dairy products to Sana’a, 
from stocks it had pre-positioned in the port of Aden. Four of the five tonnes were 
distributed in hospitals in Sana’a. The rest went to Sa’dah, in north-western North 
Yemen, to meet the most pressing needs.

To assess the situation on the spot, André Rochat travelled to Sa’dah. In the town 
itself and especially the surrounding territory, where fighting was still under way, he 
observed that large numbers of wounded and sick people were receiving no medical 
care. This was due both to the lack of medical staff and facilities locally and to the 
difficulty of evacuating people to places where care was available. Even in Sana’a itself, 
people often went without adequate treatment owing to the shortage of medicines.

In November, the ICRC chartered an aircraft to fly in relief for the people of Sa’dah. 
It also sent medicines for the hospitals in Sana’a. At year’s end, it decided to send a 
surgical team to Sa’dah, which arrived there in early 1970.

41 ACICR, B AG 263 000, “Compte rendu de la table ronde orthopédique des 24, 25 et 26 août 1983, 
Genève”, 23 November 1983, p. 4. Rochat, p. 141. ICRC, Physical Rehabilitation Programme: Annual 
Report 2007, ICRC, Geneva, 2008, p. 58.

42 From 1979 to 2007, the ICRC’s limb-fitting and rehabilitation centres in Africa, Latin America, 
Asia, Europe and the Middle East produced more than 293,000 artificial limbs and more than 
212,000 orthoses (which support impaired limbs). In 2007 alone, 11,000 new patients received 
artificial limbs and more than 18,600 others received orthoses. Almost half of them were victims 
of anti-personnel landmines.
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In the nearly six weeks it spent there, the team – a surgeon, an anaesthetist and 
a nurse – treated over 2,600 patients before being forced to leave owing to the poor 
security situation and lack of resupply.

Some days later, the republican health minister suggested that the team should 
instead work in the hospital of the small city of Khamir, 90 km north of Sana’a and 
the facility closest to the fighting. The team moved in there in March. Its first task was 
to get the hospital running. (It had been built in 1967 but never used.) By April it was 
operational and, thenceforth, about 100 people a day came for consultations. The team 
continued its work until the end of August, by which time there were practically no 
further wounded. The emergency over, the ICRC withdrew the team.43

The government asked the ICRC to help people directly affected by the drought 
devastating the Tihamah coastal plain. By 1970, no crops at all were growing and 
famine was driving the inhabitants into towns, especially the Red Sea port of Hodeida.

The ICRC sent a doctor there to assess the food and medical situation and determine 
operational priorities. On the basis of his report, the organization set up a milk-dis-
tribution centre in Hodeida. Several hundred children a day received enriched milk 
there. In October the centre was handed over to the fledgling Yemeni Red Crescent, 
created the previous July and now beginning to operate, with the help of the League 
and a number of established National Societies.

End of ICRC action

In March 1972, the ICRC closed its delegation and officially handed over responsibility 
for running its limb-fitting and rehabilitation centre to the government in Sana’a.44 
From then on, it sent delegates to Yemen occasionally to supervise the administration of 
the few programmes remaining for the benefit of people affected by the Yemen conflict.

That same year, André Rochat, who had run the various ICRC operations in Yemen 
since late 1963, was put in charge of the ICRC’s work throughout the Middle East.45

43 ICRC Annual Report 1968, p. 41. ICRC Annual Report 1969, pp. 55–56. ICRC Annual Report 1970, 
pp. 72–73.

44 ICRC Annual Report 1972, pp. 78-79.
45 The ICRC dismissed André Rochat not long after he had gained a degree of fame in connection 

with the above-mentioned events, in Athens (22 July 1970) and in Zarka (6 to 12 September 1970). 
Rochat, pp. 340–491.
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Conclusion

ICRC action in Yemen was influenced by the ruggedness of the terrain in which the 
organization had to operate. The country’s harsh climate and its lack of infrastructure, 
even roads, made it an extremely difficult place for the ICRC to work.

Yemen had been practically cut off from the rest of the world for decades. The Red 
Cross and the Geneva Conventions were unknown there, and local customs were very 
much at odds with the Conventions, especially regarding the mutilation of combatants 
captured in fighting.

When it undertook its operations in Yemen, the ICRC faced exceptional challenges: 
it had to explain the Geneva Conventions in a country where people had no notion 
of such things, and it had to organize large-scale medical activities in areas that were 
virtually inaccessible, certainly where no European had ever set foot.

Paradoxically, in this enigmatic environment, ICRC delegates encountered a great 
deal of understanding and cooperation on the part of the officials they dealt with. 
Whether an imam high in the jagged mountains or a republican officer in Sana’a, they 
found their interlocutors willing to accept the validity of humanitarian law and take 
for granted that this was universal law and in keeping with the precepts of Koranic law.

There can be no doubt that acceptance of the ICRC was greatly aided by the dele-
gates themselves, who shrank from no obstacle and no danger in coming to the aid of 
those who needed their help. Their total commitment to their task must have strongly 
influenced combatants and non-combatants alike.

Another factor that doubtless contributed to the success of the ICRC’s work in 
Yemen was the effort made by its personnel to gain some understanding of the culture, 
traditions and customs of a people who had lived in isolation for generations. The 
ICRC’s field staff – particularly those working among the royalists in the north – lived 
in conditions from another age, sharing the privations and often the suffering of those 
they had come to help.

Finally, much of the ICRC’s success in Yemen was thanks to the strong person-
ality, palpable courage and unshakeable commitment and determination of André 
Rochat himself.



Morocco-Algeria conflict 
(1963–1964)

Fighting in the Sahara

Morocco firmly supported the FLN in its insurgency against French colonialism 
in Algeria; but once the festivities occasioned by independence were over, relations 
between Algeria and Morocco steadily worsened. In fact, the two had little in common: 
to the west, an absolutist conservative monarchy proud of its ancestral traditions; and 
to the east, a young republic favourable to socialism and inspired by the Soviet model. 
This lack of compatibility was exacerbated by a border dispute in the Sahara. The first 
incidents occurred immediately after Algerian independence and relations grew ever 
more poisonous from there. In October 1963, open conflict erupted and both sides 
captured prisoners. However, as with the Sino-Indian conflict of the previous year, 
diplomatic relations were not severed and the warring parties were careful to prevent 
hostilities from spilling beyond the contested zone. A ceasefire agreement was even-
tually worked out in Mali under the auspices of the Organization of African Unity.1

ICRC action

Offer of services

In October and November 1963, the ICRC was concerned about the aftermath in 
humanitarian terms of the Algerian War, in particular about how to help the harkis 
and how to resolve the cases of people who had disappeared. At the same time, it was 
monitoring events on the Algerian-Moroccan border daily. It made no offer of services 
since diplomatic relations had not been severed, and it hoped that any problems from a 
humanitarian viewpoint could be solved between the two countries themselves.

1 Now the African Union. Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 29 June–6 July 1963, p. 19497; 7–14 
March 1964, pp. 19939–19942.
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In late October, President Léopold Boissier and Executive Director Roger Gallopin 
travelled to Bern to talk over the conflict with the Algerian ambassador there. They 
explained that the ICRC had thus far refrained from offering its services for fear of 
further inflaming relations between the two countries. However, prisoners had been 
taken by both sides, and if the hostilities continued, the ICRC would offer its services 
in accordance with its own statutes and with the Geneva Conventions. They held a 
similar meeting with the Moroccan ambassador’s deputy.2

In mid-December, the League informed the ICRC that the Moroccan Red Crescent 
had asked it to send material aid for the Algerian prisoners in its hands. The ICRC 
thereupon proposed to the Moroccan government that an ICRC delegate be dispatched 
to visit the prisoners; it informed the Moroccan Red Crescent of its proposal.

As a result, a delegate, Jean-Jacques Muralti, left for Rabat a week later. The ICRC 
informed the Algerian government of Muralti’s visits and of its willingness to play a 
role in an exchange of prisoners.3

Visits to prisoners

In late December, Muralti began visiting some 300 captured Algerian soldiers. He 
distributed aid and collected messages that the prisoners had written to their families. 
The ICRC delivered these messages to the Algerian Red Crescent, which forwarded 
them to the addressees.4

In early 1964, another delegate, Jacque de Heller, visited about 50 Moroccan soldiers 
held by the Algerians.5

2 ICRC Archives, B AG 200 008: internal note by Jean-Pierre Maunoir, 25 October 1963; internal 
note by Jacques de Heller, 29 October 1963; note from Jacques de Heller to Roger Vust, 5 November 
1963.

3 ICRC Archives, B AG 210 130-008: letter from Jean-Pierre Robert-Tissot to the ICRC, 11 December 
1963; letter from Jean-Pierre Maunoir to the Moroccan government, 13 December 1963; letter from 
Jean-Pierre Maunoir to the Moroccan Red Crescent, 13 December 1963; letter from the ICRC to 
the Algerian government, 19 December 1963 (all in French).

4 ICRC Archives, B AG 210 130-008, note from Jean-Jacques Muralti to the ICRC, 1 January 1964. 
ICRC Annual Report 1963, p. 12. IRRC, No. 542, February 1964, p. 84.

5 ICRC Archives, B AG 210 008-130, note from Jacques de Heller to the ICRC, 7 January 1964. 
ICRC Annual Report 1964, p. 18. IRRC, loc. cit.
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89.  Morocco–Algeria conflict, 1964. Members of the Moroccan Red Crescent return 
personal effects to Algerian prisoners of war awaiting repatriation.  
 © ICRC (DR) (ICRC/CID, V P DZ-N-00030-12A)
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Repatriation

Following these visits, the ICRC approached the two governments to request the re-
patriation of the prisoners. Accordingly, in February, representatives of the Algerian 
and Moroccan National Societies met at Oujda, on the border. There they discussed 
possibilities for exchanging prisoners. The National Societies worked out the required 
procedures over a series of meetings, and the exchange took place at Oujda in mid-
April, with de Heller present.6

The exchange marked the end of ICRC action in connection with the conflict.

Conclusion

This limited conflict lasted only a few months, and it was the Algerian and Moroccan 
National Societies that took the most effective humanitarian action, by working from 
the outset for the welfare of the prisoners held in their countries and ultimately organ-
izing the exchange of these prisoners.

The ICRC essentially confined its action to promoting the welfare of the prisoners.

6 ICRC Archives, B AG 210 130-008: note from Jean-Jacques Muralti to the ICRC, 11 January 1964; 
note from Jacques de Heller to the ICRC, 10 January 1964; note from the Moroccan Red Crescent 
to the ICRC, 11 February 1964; note from the Moroccan Red Crescent to the ICRC, 14 March 
1964 (all in French). ICRC Annual Report 1964, p. 19. IRRC, No. 545, May 1964, p. 263.





Dominican Republic 
(1965)

Split between senior officers

Dominican independence finally came in 1844 after a hard struggle. It followed over 
three centuries of Spanish colonialization and two decades of Haitian domination. 
The Republic that ensued was was a time of turbulence, consisting of brief spurts of 
democracy alternating with long periods of dictatorship.

In 1930, General Rafael Trujillo, the army commander, overthrew President 
Horacio Vásquez, the country’s first democratically elected leader. Corrupt and ter-
rorizing, Trujillo maintained an iron grip on the country’s politics and on practically 
the entire economy. In an act of outrageous vanity, he had the capital, Santo Domingo, 
renamed Ciudad Trujillo. He was assassinated in 1961.

Elections followed in late 1962: Juan Bosch, leader of the Dominican Revolutionary 
Party, was brought to power with an overwhelming majority of the votes. Only seven 
months after his inauguration, however, Bosch was overthrown by the army, which set 
up a triumvirate of civilian figures – puppets of the military – to rule the country. Yet 
beneath the surface, the military was divided.

In late April 1965 – a year and a half after the coup that swept Bosch from 
power – units commanded by Colonel Francisco Caamaño rose up against the mili-
tary junta, commanded by General Antonio Imbert Barrera, which exercised effective 
power and was supported by the United States.

Caamaño, who said he sought to restore constitutional order and enjoyed broad 
popular support, took up positions in Santo Domingo’s old town along with supporters 
to whom he distributed weapons. Fighting erupted and many were killed. Both Imbert 
Barrera’s faction and Washington accused Caamaño’s constitucionalistas of having been 
infiltrated by communists. Under the pretext of protecting US nationals and other for-
eigners, US troops landed in Santo Domingo.1 In a televised address, President Lyndon 
Johnson justified US intervention as a move to prevent the emergence of “another Cuba 
in this hemisphere”.

Latin America was badly divided by the US intervention and it was only with 
great difficulty that the US managed to gain approval for it, after the fact, from the 
Organization of American States (OAS).

1 American armed forces had already occupied the Dominican Republic from 1916 to 1924.
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A ceasefire agreement was reached about a week later under OAS auspices. But 
hostilities resumed eight days later, this time wounding or killing hundreds, perhaps 
thousands, of people.

Backed by US troops, Imbert Barrera gradually regained control. In late August, an 
“Act of Dominican Reconciliation” was agreed under OAS auspices. It stipulated that 
Hector García Godoy – who had been Bosch’s foreign minister – be named interim 
president. García Godoy was sworn in on 3 September and, the same day, Colonel 
Caamaño abandoned his positions in the old town.2

ICRC action

Offer of services

As soon as the fighting started, the ICRC assured the Dominican Red Cross that 
it was prepared to give help in caring for people affected by the civil war. The offer 
was accepted and Pierre Jequier, in charge of ICRC work in Latin America, went to 
Santo Domingo.

After talking to National Society officials, Jequier contacted both General Imbert 
Barrera and Colonel Caamaño. Both assured him that they were respecting the rules 
set out in the Geneva Conventions.3

Temporary truce becomes lasting ceasefire

The fighting continued. This was heavy urban combat, with sharpshooters perched 
on buildings, so no one could come to the aid of the wounded and the streets were 
strewn with bodies.4

The Dominican Red Cross had managed to maintain contact with both parties 
since the beginning of the violence. Its president, Luis Fernández Martínez, wished 
to issue an appeal for a temporary truce so the wounded could be rescued and bodies 
recovered. Jequier helped him bolster his appeal with specific provisions from the 
Geneva Conventions. However, it was read out over radio stations with insufficient 
advance notice, and few influential people heard it. Jequier and Fernández Martínez 
shuttled back and forth between Imbert Barrera and Caamaño for several days, in an 
attempt to hammer out an agreement. This was hindered by Imbert Barrera’s insistence 

2 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 1–8 July 1961, pp. 18175–18176; 3–10 February 1962, pp. 18577–
18578; 27 April–4 May 1963, p. 19381; 26 October–2 November 1963, p. 19714; 26 June–3 July 
1965, pp. 20813–20818; 17–24 July 1965, pp. 20855–20856; 25 September–2 October 1965, 
pp. 20985–20986.

3 ICRC Annual Report 1965, p. 37. IRRC, No. 558, June 1965, p. 303.
4 “The press wrote of 2,000 dead and 5,000 wounded lying in the streets of the capital”, ICRC 

Archives, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary sessions, 3 June 1965, p. 10.
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91.  Dominican Republic, 1965. Saint-Domingue. A Dominican Red Cross volunteer 
treating a soldier.  © ICRC (ICRC/CID, V P DO-E-00004) 
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that the truce last only two hours, which was clearly not enough to achieve its purpose. 
He eventually relented on the duration, but then refused to sign any document that 
bore Caamaño’s signature. Finally, after fresh negotiations and support from the UN 
and the OAS, both sides accepted a 24-hour ceasefire from noon 21 to noon 22 May.

Dominican Red Cross volunteers used the 24 hours to gather the wounded, recover 
bodies and deliver food and medicines to hospitals.

“The truce was respected by both sides,” reported Jequier to ICRC headquarters 
in Geneva. “And that did much to help calm passions.”5 Naturally, he and Fernández 
Martínez endeavoured to lengthen this pause in the fighting – once there – but Imbert 
Barrera opposed any extension of it. Yet, as noon approached, neither Caamaño’s 
nor Imbert Barrera’s fighters showed any willingness to resume hostilities. Thus, the 
24-hour truce became a lasting ceasefire. The days that followed showed a marked 
drop in tensions.6

Visits to prisoners

Both sides had taken numerous prisoners and Pierre Jequier obtained permission to 
visit them. He was joined a few days later by another delegate, Sergio Nessi, and the 
two went to work.

They began with Colonel Caamaño’s prisoners and went to the city’s main court-
house, where 15 officers and three members of the national police were being held; 
then they went to the Salomé Urena school, which had been turned into a prison, and 
found 125 members of the national police, who were considered political detainees. 
The delegates mainly noted the lack of space and suitable furniture. The captives were 
sleeping on the floor.

The delegates then visited people held by General Imbert Barrera. They went first to 
the national police headquarters, where they found 200 men being held, they reported, 
“in unacceptable conditions, crammed into a room measuring only 60 square metres”. 
They then went to Victoria Prison, where they found conditions just as deplorable. 
Some 2,000 male and 23 female internees, arrested in working-class districts captured 
by Imbert Barrera’s forces, were jammed into spaces far too small for such numbers.

The delegates also visited several prison camps just outside the city.
When they had completed their visits, the delegates made oral reports to the 

relevant authorities and requested whatever measures they felt necessary to improve 
conditions. When they returned for follow-up visits, they found that their recom-
mendations had not always been implemented. In these cases they stepped up their 
representations and enlisted support from the UN, the OAS and the United States to 
help ensure better conditions.

5 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 170-001, note from Pierre Jequier to the ICRC, 24 May 1965.
6 Ibid., ICRC Archives, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary sessions, 3 June 1965, pp. 10–11. 

ICRC Annual Report 1965, pp. 36–39.
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Jequier and Nessi also had access to the small number of prisoners held by US 
forces. Finally, they travelled to the provincial capitals of San Francisco de Marcorís 
and Santiago to visit those interned there. But they returned disappointed from their 
350-km trip, convinced that the authorities had failed to open all doors to them.7

Misuse of the red cross emblem

In any conflict, combatants who watch the vehicles of military medical services, or 
those of the ICRC or National Society, go about their business in relative safety thanks 
to the red cross or crescent displayed on them, may reason that they too can enjoy this 
same protection while transporting troops or weapons in an ambulance or by repainting 
their own vehicles.

Such misuse of the emblem is an act of particularly egregious deceit not only because 
it robs the people entitled to display that emblem of the protection it should afford 
them, but also because it undermines the system of protection enshrined in the Geneva 
Conventions. For that system ultimately depends on trust between the belligerents – an 
item seldom found in abundance on the battlefield. A single instance of misuse is often 
enough to render the Conventions’ protection system inoperative. The law obliges 
warring parties to prevent misuse and to punish those responsible if it occurs, for it is 
not only a grave breach of humanitarian law but an actual war crime.

During the fighting in the Dominican Republic, delegates witnessed many occur-
rences of misuse. “Ambulances have been used to transport weapons,” wrote Sergio 
Nessi in a note to ICRC headquarters in Geneva. “Small trucks have been painted 
white with a red cross, then used to convey men and equipment … Doctors, taxi-drivers, 
businessmen and others all seem to be adorning their vehicles with the red cross.”8

The delegates lodged protests with the commanders of both sides and made rep-
resentations to the OAS, the US military and the chief of police. The national radio 
station also broadcast a statement warning the population that any misuse would 
be punished.9

ICRC mission ends

As tensions in the capital eased and conditions of detention gradually improved, the 
ICRC agreed with the Dominican Red Cross that it could withdraw from the country 
in August 1965.10

7 ICRC Archives B AG 251 170-001, note from Pierre Jequier to the ICRC, 27 May 1965; notes from 
Sergio Nessi to the ICRC, 4 June 1965 and 26 June 1965. IRRC, No. 559, July 1965, pp. 351–353. 
ICRC Archives, A PV CP, Presidential Council minutes, 10 June 1965, pp. 4–5. ICRC Annual 
Report 1965, pp. 39–40.

8 ICRC Archives, B AG 251 170-001, note from Sergio Nessi to the ICRC, 4 June 1965, p. 4.
9 Ibid. ICRC Annual Report 1965, loc. cit.
10 IRRC, No. 560, August 1965, pp. 415–416.
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Conclusion

In many respects, the ICRC’s work in the Dominican Republic was exemplary. Though 
this was a non-international armed conflict, the organization was largely able to carry 
out the tasks assigned to it by the Geneva Conventions. The delegates were allowed to 
visit detainees and brought about – sometimes only after arduous efforts – the improve-
ments they requested.

There was good cooperation with the Dominican Red Cross. The delegates lent 
their support to President Fernández Martínez’s initiatives and, by helping bring about 
a truce, they enabled National Society volunteers to come to the aid of wounded people 
and recover bodies. It is also obvious that the delegates turned to good advantage the 
connections existing between Fernández Martínez and both General Imbert Barrera 
and Colonel Caamaño. They also enjoyed support from the representatives in Santo 
Domingo of the UN, the OAS and the United States.

The 24-hour truce – which came about thanks to an initiative by the Dominican 
Red Cross and the ICRC – was not only respected but was allowed to turn into a 
definitive cessation of hostilities.

Finally, the ICRC’s operation in the Dominican Republic – coming as it did less 
than three years after the Cuban Missile Crisis – tended to confirm that the ICRC 
had a role to promote peace. The organization did not fail to point this out at the 20th 
International Conference of the Red Cross, which was held in Vienna just two months 
after the Dominican operation ended, and which dealt with the question of the Red 
Cross as a factor of world peace.





20th International Conference 
of the Red Cross 

(Vienna, 1965)

A further postponement?

When it met in September 1963, the Standing Commission decided that the 20th 
International Conference of the Red Cross would be held in 1965 rather than as the 
centrepiece of festivities marking the Movement’s centennial in 1963. Offers to hold 
the 1965 International Conference arrived from the National Societies of Australia, 
Austria, China, Ethiopia, Finland, Ireland and Turkey. The Commission chose Austria, 
above all because only two years separated the decision to hold it in 1965 and the event 
itself, and having the meeting in the Austrian capital – so close to Geneva – posed fewer 
problems than a venue further away. Moreover, Austrian neutrality had been enshrined 
in the 1955 Austrian State Treaty and Vienna had thrown itself enthusiastically into 
the role of meeting place between East and West.

The Standing Commission president, André François-Poncet, therefore announced 
at the 1963 Council of Delegates that the 20th International Conference would be held 
in Vienna in October 1965.1 However, the issue of who should represent China – a 
question that had poisoned the 18th Conference (Toronto, 1952) and the 19th (New 
Delhi, 1957), and forced the postponement of the 20th International Conference – was 
as far from being resolved as ever.

It was with good reason that, in his report on the 1963 Council of Delegates to 
his fellow Committee members, President Léopold Boissier cautioned against any 
euphoria over the Council’s striking success. The fact was that States took no part in 
the Council of Delegates and the China question therefore did not arise. This would 
doubtless change at the International Conference, at which States were represented.2

When it met in September 1964, the Standing Commission followed the policy 
that had been the Movement’s ever since the organization of the 1952 Conference: it 
invited – as it had in 1952 and 1957 – the governments of both the People’s Republic 

1 ICRC, Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross: Commemoration Day, Council of Delegates, 
Proceedings (Geneva, August 23–September 10, 1963), ICRC, Geneva, 1963, pp. 101–102. ICRC, 
20th International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, Vienna, October 2–9, 1965, ICRC, Geneva, 
1965, pp. 27–28.

2 ICRC Archives, ACICR, A PV PL, document D 841: “Léopold Boissier, Exposé sur certains aspects 
du centenaire de la Croix-Rouge présenté au CICR dans sa séance du 3 octobre 1963”, 3 Oct. 1963, 
p. 4.
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and Formosa (Taiwan). This dual invitation was in accordance with the principle of 
universality. It also rested on the reasoning that while Peking had ratified the 1949 
Geneva Conventions in 1956, Taipei was bound by the 1929 Geneva Conventions.3 
Moreover, Resolution XXXVI of the New Delhi Conference had stipulated that the 
government of Formosa be invited under the name “Republic of China”. Finally, the 
Commission decided to invite the Red Cross organization in Formosa and accord 
it observer status.4 In late 1964, the Austrian Red Cross sent the invitations to the 
governments and National Societies, enclosing a list of all the addressees, as requested 
by the Commission.5

This invitation met with absolute rejection from the People’s Republic of China. 
In January 1965, Li Teh-shuan, president of the Chinese Red Cross, wrote a letter to 
the Standing Commission chairman firmly protesting against inviting the “Chiang 
Kai-shek clique” and denouncing it as a US plot to create “two Chinas”. She declared 
that the People’s Republic was the only legitimate representative of the Chinese people 
and that therefore only the Peking government was able to be party to the Geneva 
Conventions and only its delegation was entitled to be seated at the Conference. Finally, 
she stated, Taiwan was quite simply part of China and promised the gravest conse-
quences if this mistaken decision were not rectified.6

In addition, it had been learned that the Conference was headed for similar troubles 
regarding “two Germanys”, “two Koreas” and “two Vietnams”. To make matters worse, 
the American Red Cross had informed the ICRC that African States were planning to 
demand the expulsion from the Conference of the government delegations of Portugal 
and South Africa.7

The Standing Commission, the ICRC and the League therefore found themselves 
facing the same dilemma as they had had in 1962:

• go ahead with the Conference and face the very real risk of a new breakdown in 
the proceedings, as had occurred in New Delhi in 1957

• postpone the Conference and thus demonstrate once again that the Red Cross 
was incapable of convening a forum that was firmly anchored in the Movement’s 
Statutes as its “supreme deliberative body”.

3 This ignored two facts: the People’s Republic of China viewed itself as the successor to the Republic 
of China founded by Sun Yat-sen; and governments in Peking and Taipeh agreed on one point at 
least – that there was only one China.

4 ACICR, B AG 101-028, report of the plenary meeting of the Standing Commission of the Red 
Cross, 22 September 1964, pp. 3–5 and appendices.

5 ACICR, B AG 151-027.04, circular from the Austrian Red Cross and appendices, December 1964 
(in French only).

6 ACICR, no reference code, letter from Li Teh-chuan to André François-Poncet, 29 January 1965. 
Li reiterated her objections in a letter to François-Poncet dated 11 April (ACICR, B AG 101-028).

7 ACICR, A PV PL, document D 899: “Attitude du CICR à l’égard de la XXe Conférence – Samuel 
A. Gonard”, 13 February 1965, pp. 3–4. Collected minutes of ICRC plenary meetings, 1965.
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The Committee discussed the situation at its plenary meeting of 10–11 March. The 
question, once again, was what position the ICRC should adopt at the next meeting of 
the Standing Commission, which alone had the power to decide whether to postpone 
the Conference.

Senior ICRC staff had assembled a considerable volume of documents as prep-
aration for the members. These set out the problems and stated the pros and cons of 
postponement, without advocating or counselling against any course of action.8

Samuel Gonard, who had succeeded Léopold Boissier as ICRC president in October 
1964, added a note to these documents in which he stated the risks involved. He 
pointed out that none of the subjects placed on the Conference agenda necessarily 
required government participation. Indeed, the presence of States would bring the risk 
of “divisions in, or even the collapse of, the Movement” and the emergence of a rival 
movement. He therefore recommended that the Conference be postponed.9

As a final measure to prepare the plenary, Gonard had held a meeting with Vice-
Presidents Hans Bachmann and Jacques Freymond, Executive Director Roger Gallopin, 
and Director of General Affairs Jean Pictet. Regarding the postponement issue, the 

8 ACICR, A PV PL, document D 898: “Attitude du CICR à l’égard de la XXe Conférence interna-
tionale – J. Pictet”, 11 February 1965.

9 ACICR, A PV PL, document D 899.

92.  Meeting of experts to prepare the 20th International Conference of the Red Cross 
(Geneva, 1964).  © ICRC/Jean Zbinden (ICRC/CID, V-P-CER-E-00345)
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two vice-presidents took opposing views, as did Gallopin and Pictet.10 Which demon-
strates the lack of agreement at the very heart of the ICRC and the uncertain future 
faced by the Movement.

When the plenary took place, a clear majority (13 to 4) emerged in favour of going 
ahead with the Conference – despite three of the organization’s top five officials holding 
the opposite view.

The main arguments that drove the majority in favour were the fact that the 
Conference was required by the Statutes and that postponing it yet again would 
amount to a “capitulation”. A renewed postponement would set “a dreadful precedent” 
and, moreover, constitute a political decision. Finally, the ICRC needed this forum for 
dialogue with the States.11

Though not mentioned explicitly in the meeting’s minutes, it is probable that a 
number of participants felt a renewed postponement – coming so soon after the back-
down of 1962 – would deal the Conference a fatal blow.

The ICRC was encouraged by the fact that the Chinese Red Cross had invited 
President Gonard to visit Peking.12 The members harboured the secret hope that he 
would be able to persuade his hosts to confine themselves to lodging a written protest 
at the presence of Formosan representatives, just as the Bonn government had let it be 
known that it would go no further than submitting a written objection to the presence 
of East German representatives.13

Such hopes proved illusory. In April, Gonard, together with League President John 
MacAulay, gave a press conference on the Conference. A journalist asked “What about 
the problem with the two Chinas?” Gonard replied that it was indeed a sensitive matter 
but in accordance with the Movement’s Statutes, the Standing Commission had noti-
fied Peking and Taipei – both party to the Geneva Conventions – of the forthcoming 
International Conference.14

While the press ran alarming articles about the Red Cross and the two-China 
dilemma,15 it seemed to the ICRC that all it needed now for complete disaster was a 
telegram from Peking cancelling Gonard’s visit. Which is exactly what happened next.16 

10 ACICR, A PV PL, document D 900: “Procès-verbal d’entretien entre M. le Président Gonard et MM. 
Bachmann et Freymond, Vice-Présidents, MM. Gallopin et Pictet, Directeurs”, 18 February 1965.

11 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 10 and 11 March 1965, pp. 4–6. The 
Committee returned to the issue during the plenary meetings of 7 and 8 July 1965, evidence that, 
even by that point, the question of postponing the Conference still had not been settled.

12 ACICR, B AG 121 048-007, minutes (in French) of meeting between Chinese Consul-General Chao 
Hsing-chih and Roger Gallopin, 28 April 1964; letter from Li Teh-chuan to the ICRC, 15 September 
1964; minutes (in French) of meeting between a delegation from the Chinese Red Cross and Samuel 
Gonard, 28 September 1964; letter from Liang Szu-yi to François de Reynold, 27 March 1965.

13 ACICR, A PV PL, document D 898.
14 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 29 April 1965, pp. 2–3.
15 For example, D. Egli, “La Croix-Rouge et les deux Chines”, Journal de Genève, 15 April 1965, p. 5.
16 “We cannot but inform you with regret that our society considers it unsuitable for Monsieur Gonard 

and his party to visit China at this time and that their visit should be postponed”, telegram from 
the Chinese Red Cross to the ICRC, 22 April 1965 (ACICR, B AG 121 048-007).
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The telegram also stated that “if the invitation to the Chiang Kai-shek clique is not 
withdrawn, China will not participate in the 20th Conference”.17

The next question was whether the Soviet Union and its allies would also boycott 
the Conference in solidarity with China, as they had walked out of the New Delhi 
Conference following the departure of the delegation from the People’s Republic 
of China.

In May, Georgy Miterev, president of the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies in the USSR, confidentially informed Standing Commission Chairman 
François-Poncet that the Alliance and other Moscow-line Communist National 
Societies would limit their protest to a symbolic act that would not go beyond refusing 
to attend the opening ceremony.18

Relations between Moscow and Peking had cooled considerably since 1957. Peking 
had harshly criticized the Kremlin’s “climb-down” over the Cuban Missile Crisis, and 
it had condemned the Partial Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty signed in Moscow in 1963, 
describing the agreement as creating a club of States that possessed nuclear weapons, 
set up for the purpose of preventing other States from acquiring them.

The risk of another failed Conference therefore appeared to have evaporated and 
the ICRC could get on with the business of preparing to deal with the issues of im-
portance to it.

Key issues for the ICRC

The ICRC’s fondest wish was that the Conference should take place as scheduled, 
and do so in a reasonably good atmosphere such that respect for the statutes of 
the International Red Cross would be promoted, the Movement’s unity strength-
ened, and this unique forum preserved for dialogue with the States party to the 
Geneva Conventions.

Contrary to what President Gonard had written in his note to the ICRC Assembly 
the previous February, the organization did indeed plan to submit to the Conference 
major issues involving the governments. Its prime objectives were reflected in the 
preparatory documents that it had drawn up either alone or in conjunction with 
the League.

17 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 29 April 1965, pp. 2–4.
18 “[François-Poncet] discussed the current challenges with Mr Miterev during his visit to France 

in May. They arrived at an understanding: after demonstrating at the opening of the Conference and 
leaving conspicuously early, the delegations of the people’s democracies would rejoin the Conference 
the following day. Mr François-Poncet believes under the circumstances that this is what will take 
place, come what may” (ACICR, A PV CP, Presidential Council minutes, 24 June 1965, pp. 6–7; 
A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 7 and 8 July 1965, p. 6).
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Declaration of fundamental Red Cross principles

Both the ICRC and the League wanted the Conference to endorse the declaration of 
fundamental principles that had been adopted by the Council of Delegates (Prague, 
1961) and which had demonstrated their importance during the Cuban Missile Crisis.19

Protecting civilians caught up in hostilities

The New Delhi Conference had refused to adopt the draft rules limiting the risks to the 
civilian population in the event of war. To allow the ICRC to save face, the Conference 
had given it the task of making the project better known to the governments. This it 
had done. The indifference with which governments greeted this endeavour20 demon-
strated the extent to which the ICRC’s efforts had been in vain, and for many years this 
paralysed any attempt to develop or codify humanitarian law any further. Temporarily 
defeated or not, the ICRC remained concerned about the fact that the treaty-based 
rules in force failed to provide civilians with adequate protection against the effects 
of hostilities. The Soviet Union had hammered away at this failure throughout the 
1949 diplomatic conference and a wide range of conflicts – in particular the Vietnam 
War – furnished horrifying reminders day-in and day-out.

As if to crown this failure, the world lived under the daily threat of nuclear  
annihilation.

Since it was clearly impossible to free the “Draft Rules for the Limitation of Dangers 
Incurred by the Civilian Population in Time of War” from the stigma attached to its 
outright rejection in 1957, the only way forward was to reintroduce the issue by reaf-
firming the fundamental principles underlying the law of war. This the ICRC did in the 
form of a report – very modest in its proposals – that it prepared for the Conference.21 

19 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross, Vienna, October 1965: Explanatory Notes on the 
Provisional Agenda Drawn up by the International Committee of the Red Cross and the League of Red 
Cross Societies, ICRC, February 1965, pp. 10–11. It is notable that the ICRC and the League did 
not dedicate an individual report to the draft declaration of the Fundamental Principles adopted 
in Prague. Rather, they presented it to the International Conference in the explanatory notes on 
the provisional agenda, despite the fact that it was one of the primary themes of the Conference 
and that the two organizations had submitted individual reports on questions of infinitely lesser 
significance. This doubtless reflects a desire to avoid reopening the debate over how to formulate 
the Fundamental Principles and to demonstrate that the Conference’s role was solely to formally 
approve the declaration adopted in Prague.

20 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross, Vienna, October 1965: Action Taken on the Resolutions 
of the XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross, report submitted by the ICRC and the League 
of Red Cross Societies, February 1965, pp. 9–10.

21 ACICR, A PV PL, draft resolution adopted by the ICRC at 4 February 1965 plenary meeting; 
appendix I of minutes from ICRC plenary meetings on 7 and 8 July. XXth International Conference of 
the Red Cross, Vienna, October 1965: The Legal Protection of Civilian Populations against the Dangers 
of Indiscriminate Warfare, report submitted by the ICRC, March 1965.
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In the months leading up to the Conference, however, the organization learned that 
a number of National Societies – particularly the East German Red Cross – were 
preparing far more ambitious proposals.22

Protecting civil-defence services

Following the 1963 Council of Delegates, the ICRC continued its work to improve 
legal protection for civil-defence services. It held a meeting of experts on the subject in 
late 1964,23 and intended to use the Conference to inform the States of that meeting’s 
conclusions and request a mandate to draw up new rules that provided more effective 
protection for civil-defence services.24

Ensuring UN compliance with the Geneva Conventions

The previous Council of Delegates had adopted a resolution calling on the UN to 
make a formal declaration recognizing that its military forces were bound by the 
Geneva Conventions in the same way that the armed forces of the States party to those 
Conventions were bound. The ICRC’s aim was to secure the Conference’s endorsement 
of this appeal.25

Protecting people affected by non-international armed conflict

Common Article 3 laid down humanitarian principles protecting people affected by 
non-international armed conflict. (And most of the conflicts since the Second World 
War had been just that: non-international.) But this protection was minimal.26 In 1962, 

22 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 12 May 1965, p. 6.
23 Ibid., p. 7.
24 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross, Vienna, October 1965: Status of Personnel of Civil Defence 

Organisations, report submitted by the ICRC, May 1965. The ICRC and the League followed this 
lengthy report with another, entitled XXth International Conference of the Red Cross, Vienna, October 
1965: Actions of National Societies in the Field of Civil Population Protection (June 1965).

25 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross, Vienna, October 1965: Actions Taken on the 
Resolutions of the Council of Delegates held in Geneva in 1963, report submitted by the ICRC and 
the League of Red Cross Societies, February 1965, pp. 4–6. XXth International Conference of the 
Red Cross, Vienna, October 1965: Implementation and Dissemination of the Geneva Conventions, 
report submitted by the ICRC, February 1965, pp. 6–8.

26 The as-a-minimum-requirement nature of the rules set out in common Article 3 is made clear both 
by the work of the 1949 diplomatic conference and by the wording of the Article’s first paragraph: 
“In the case of armed conflict not of an international character occurring in the territory of one of 
the High Contracting Parties, each Party to the conflict shall be bound to apply, as a minimum, the 
following provisions …” (emphasis added).
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the ICRC had held a meeting of experts to discuss how best to help people affected by 
such conflicts.27 It presented the experts’ report to the 1963 Council of Delegates, which 
adopted a resolution asking the ICRC to pursue its efforts “to extend the humanitarian 
aid of the Red Cross to the victims of non-international conflicts”.28 Before it could 
do this, however, the ICRC had to arrange for the International Conference to deal 
with this enormous issue.29

Peace

The issue of the Red Cross as a force for peace was once again a prime ICRC concern. 
It had prepared a report on the role of National Societies in conflict prevention. And 
it offered to organize one or more round-table meetings to study more closely the pos-
sibilities for action by the Movement to this end.30 In the run-up to the Conference, 
the ICRC was informed that several National Societies were planning to make their 
voices heard on this subject. Whereas the Eastern European National Societies felt that 
the ICRC should be more active in conflict prevention, the South African Red Cross 
was drafting a resolution to prohibit the Red Cross from involving itself in any way in 
disputes such as the Cuban Missile Crisis.31

Other items

The ICRC and the League submitted other subjects for the Conference’s attention, 
mainly concerning National Societies. For example, the ICRC had drafted rules on the 
use by National Societies of the red cross, red crescent and red lion-and-sun emblems.32

27 See this work, pp. 398-399.
28 Resolution IX (Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross: Commemoration Day, Council of 

Delegates, Proceedings, p. 108).
29 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross, Vienna, October 1965: Protection of Victims of Non-

International Conflicts, report submitted by the ICRC, 1965.
30 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross, Vienna, October 1965: Red Cross as a Factor in World 

Peace, report submitted by the ICRC, June 1965. The League had also prepared a report entitled 
‘Red Cross as a Factor in World Peace”.

31 “The Council [of the South African Red Cross Society] resolved that the Red Cross should not 
involve itself in disputes of the nature of the Cuban crisis”, ACICR, B AG 151-028.05, letter from 
the South African Red Cross to the British Red Cross, 2 June 1965; letter from the British Red Cross 
to the ICRC, 11 June 1965. ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 1 April 1965, 
p. 11; 12 May 1965, pp. 6–7; 1 and 2 September 1965, pp. 3–4.

32 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross, Vienna, October 1965: Regulations on the Use of the 
Emblems of the Red Cross, Red Crescent, Red Lion and Sun by National Societies, report submitted 
by the ICRC, February 1965.
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The Conference opens

Hans von Lauda, president of the Austrian Red Cross, addressed the assembled par-
ticipants at the opening ceremony on 2 October 1965. In all, 181 government repre-
sentatives and 333 National Society representatives from 104 countries33 were present 
at the Hofburg palace in Vienna. Ongoing decolonization meant that 90 National 
Societies were taking part, 25 of them for the first time. Von Lauda pointed out that 
the Conference was occurring at a time of extreme international tension. He therefore 
strongly urged the participants to refrain from discussing political subjects.

Standing Commission Chairman François-Poncet then took the f loor and 
reminded the participants that neutrality was one of the principles underlying Red 
Cross endeavour, and that the Red Cross refused to allow political differences to inter-
fere with its work. He praised the neutrality practiced by the Austrian Red Cross and 
thanked it for hosting the Conference.

François-Poncet was followed by ICRC President Gonard, who stressed the 
Conference’s sheer scale, which for the first time exceeded 100 delegations. This, he 
said, demonstrated the universality of the International Red Cross.

Speaking for the League was President MacAulay. He listed the operations recently 
carried out by his organization across five continents, particular activities to help ref-
ugees and victims of natural disasters.

The final speaker was Austria’s Chancellor Josef Klaus. He stressed the essential 
nature of the issues at hand in an age when modern warfare meant “mass mechanical 
annihilation”. The Movement, he said, had ever-growing responsibilities towards those 
affected by war and natural disasters. He pointed out that Austria had suffered greatly 
during the two world wars, but had also benefited greatly from the wonderful work 
of the Red Cross, and he thanked the Movement on the Austrian people’s behalf.34

This being Vienna, the oratory was followed by music, with an orchestra playing 
the Austrian national anthem and works by Bruckner, Mozart and Beethoven.

33 Afghanistan, Albania, Algeria, Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Belorussia, Brazil, Bulgaria, 
Burma, Cambodia, Cameroon, Canada, the Central African Republic, Chad, Chile, China (Republic 
of), Colombia, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Cuba, Czechoslovakia, Dahomey, Denmark, Ecuador, El 
Salvador, Ethiopia, Finland, France, Germany (East), Germany (West), Ghana, Greece, Guatemala, 
the Holy See, Honduras, Hungary, Iceland, India, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, 
Jordan, Korea (North), Korea (South), Lebanon, Liberia, Libya, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, 
Madagascar, Malawi, Malaysia, Mali, Mexico, Monaco, Mongolia, Morocco, Nepal, the Netherlands, 
New Zealand, Nicaragua, Niger, Nigeria, Norway, Pakistan, Panama, Peru, the Philippines, Poland, 
Portugal, Romania, San Marino, Saudi Arabia, Senegal, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Spain, Sudan, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Syria, Tanzania, Thailand, Togo, Trinidad and Tobago, Tunisia, Turkey, 
Uganda, Ukraine, the United Arab Republic, the United Kingdom, the United States of America, 
Upper Volta, Uruguay, the USSR, Venezuela, Vietnam (South) and Yugoslavia.

34 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, pp. 26–32.
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First plenary session: 
Elections and debate over who should represent China

At its first plenary meeting, on 4 October, Hans von Lauda was elected Conference 
chairman. The chairmen of the three Conference commissions were also elected:
• the International Humanitarian Law Commission, chaired by René Rakotobe, 

president of the Malagasy Red Cross
• the Health, Social Service and Junior Red Cross Commission, chaired by Irena 

Domanska, president of the Polish Red Cross
• the General Commission, chaired by Lady Limerick, president of the British 

Red Cross.

Just as the Conference chairman was closing the first session, Georgy Miterev, pres-
ident of the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in the USSR, asked 
for the floor. Guessing that a political statement was coming, von Lauda reminded 
everyone present of Article 2, paragraph 5 of the International Red Cross Statutes: 
the Conference “may not deal with political matters nor serve as a forum for polit-
ical debate.”

The Chairman then yielded the floor to Miterev. Saying that he hoped his question 
contained no political overtones, Miterev asked why representatives of neither the Red 
Cross of the People’s Republic of China nor of North Vietnam were present.35

Von Lauda replied that he had always admired Miterev’s diplomatic skill: instead of 
engaging in political topics himself, he was trying to incite the Conference chairman 
to do so. He explained that he had received a telegram from the government of the 
People’s Republic of China informing him that neither a government nor a National 
Society delegation from that country would be attending the Conference. He added 
that he was unable to quote the telegram itself since it contained insulting language. 
The reason for which Peking refused to come was that the government of Formosa had 
been allowed to attend. He regretted this decision, he said, because it was contrary to 
the fundamental Red Cross principles of unity and universality.

Miterev responded that he must express his deep regret at the absence of the rep-
resentatives of a country of 700 million people. He also regretted the absence of rep-
resentatives from North Vietnam.

Several delegates took the floor to speak in support of Miterev’s statement.36

35 The Democratic Republic of Vietnam’s position was in line with that of Peking. North Vietnam’s 
foreign minister sent a telegram to François-Poncet on 27 September 1965 protesting the invitation 
of representatives of the “so-called ‘Republic of China’ and ‘organization of the Red Cross of the 
Republic of China’ of Chiang Kai-shek’s cabal” (ACICR, no reference code, telegram from North 
Vietnamese minister of foreign affairs Nguyen Duy Trinh to André François-Poncet, 27 September 
1965).

36 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, pp. 37–44.
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The China debate ended without great incident largely owing to the willingness 
of the Western governments to remain silent. Only the French government spoke 
to say it considered that China’s seat should be occupied by representatives of the 
People’s Republic.37

Having made their point about China in the first plenary session, the represen-
tatives of the USSR and other Eastern European countries did not mention it again 
in later discussions bearing on matters of substance. Albania was the sole exception. 
Albania at that time acted as China’s mouthpiece in international forums from which 
Peking remained excluded, such as the UN. The joke was that Albania had a de facto 
population of 700 million.

The Conference had surmounted the risk of derailment by the China issue and 
was thus free to engage in substantial discussion. This it did over the next three days 
within its three commissions.

Second plenary session: 
Report by the General Commission

The plenary assembled again on 8 October to hear the General Commission’s 
report, presented by Olof Stroh, secretary-general of the Swedish Red Cross and 
Commission rapporteur.

The Commission requested that the Conference adopt unanimously and without 
amendment the fundamental Red Cross principles as adopted by the Council of 
Delegates in Prague in 1961. This it did.38

The Conference also adopted a resolution stipulating that there must be a solemn 
reading of the Fundamental Principles at the opening ceremony of every International 
Conference of the Red Cross.39

It adopted resolutions regarding the Florence Nightingale Medal, the creation of 
an Henry Dunant medal, the financing of the ICRC, the Movement’s international 
radio-communications network, international relief operations and reunification of 
dispersed families.40

As had been the case at the 1961 and 1963 Councils of Delegates, it was the peace 
issue that sparked the liveliest discussion. The ICRC and the League had submitted a 
report entitled “The Red Cross as Factor in World Peace”. Speaking for the ICRC, Vice-
President Jacques Freymond stated that humanitarian action to help people affected by 
war and other widespread violence helped promote the cause of peace. As the ICRC’s 
work in the Dominican Republic had recently shown, it could help bring about a 

37 Ibid., p. 44. Unlike the other NATO members, France had recognized the People’s Republic of 
China.

38 See above, pp. 417-418. Resolution VIII: “Proclamation of the fundamental principles of the 
Red Cross” (ibid.,, pp. 99–100).

39 Resolution IX: “Reading of principles” (ibid., p. 100).
40 Resolutions VII, XII, XIII, XIV, XV, XVI, XVII, XVIII, XIX, and XX.
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truce, which could ultimately lead to peace. Promoting awareness of the Fundamental 
Principles of the Red Cross, nurturing mutual tolerance and encouraging young people 
to promote understanding between people: these, Freymond said, were the building 
blocks of peace. He announced that the ICRC was planning a series of round-table meet-
ings to discuss how best to prevent war and what the Red Cross could do to this end.41

Draft resolutions on the same topic had been submitted to the General Commission 
by the US government and by the American, Czechoslovak, East German, Hungarian, 
Japanese, Philippine, Polish and Soviet National Societies.

The East German Red Cross draft gave the ICRC a mandate to prevent armed con-
flict or to find ways to put an end to it if already under way. The Hungarian Red Cross 
draft advocated round-table discussions much like the ICRC proposal. Other drafts 
were much more political. For example, the Soviet Red Cross draft sought to condemn 
the US intervention in Vietnam. The drafts of the US government and National Society 
concerned compliance with the Geneva Conventions.42

The chairwoman of the Commission asked those who had submitted drafts to 
meet and try to work out a common text. She assigned ICRC Executive Director 
Roger Gallopin to chair this negotiating group. After two days of deliberations, the 
group produced a compromise text based on the Czechoslovak Red Cross draft. After 
being discussed within the Commission, it was adopted with near-unanimity (four 
abstentions). Following several statements from the floor, in particular regarding the 
war in Vietnam, the Conference adopted the text by a margin of 106 to one (with four 
abstentions).43 The result was Resolution X:

The XXth International Conference of the Red Cross,

noting with satisfaction the Resolution entitled ‘Red Cross as a factor in World Peace’ adopted 
by the Council of Delegates (Geneva, 1963),

recalling Resolutions previously adopted in this field particularly by the XIXth International 
Conference of the Red Cross (New Delhi, 1957),

welcomes the efforts made by various Governments to eliminate the danger of armed conflicts 
through disarmament and, in particular, through the conclusion of the 1963 Treaty banning 
nuclear weapon tests in the atmosphere, in outer space, and under water and also the 1963 
Resolution of the United Nations General Assembly banning the stationing of weapons of 
mass destruction in outer space,

expresses its profound anxiety with regard to the suffering endured by the populations of a 
number of countries where armed conflicts are being waged,

further expresses its deep concern at and deplores the repeated use of force directed against 
the independence or the right to self-determination of all peoples,

41 Ibid.,, p. 55.
42 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 14 October 1965, pp. 3–4.
43 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, pp. 55–58.
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urges all Governments to settle their international disputes by peaceful means in the spirit 
of international law,

appeals to all Governments to pursue their efforts to reach agreement on the ban of all nuclear 
weapon tests and on general and complete disarmament under effective international control 
as well as to consider taking such partial measures as the establishment of nuclear free zones 
and agreements for the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons,

encourages the International Committee of the Red Cross to undertake, in constant liaison 
with the United Nations and within the framework of its humanitarian mission, every effort 
likely to contribute to the prevention or settlement of possible armed conflicts, and to be asso-
ciated, in agreement with the States concerned, with any appropriate measures to this end,

urges the ICRC and the League of Red Cross Societies, the National Societies and 
Governments to redouble their efforts with a view to the universal and scrupulous applica-
tion, in a spirit of humanity, of the Geneva Conventions, in all armed conflicts,

expresses its appreciation for the efforts of the ICRC, the League, the National Societies and 
Governments for the alleviation of suffering, and encourages them to continue such efforts 
in the future.44

Only Albania voted against the draft, in particular on the grounds of the reference to 
the 1963 Partial Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty.45

Resolution X was of special importance to the ICRC since it implicitly endorsed 
the action taken by the organization in connection with the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
and encouraged it to do likewise in future as a means of preventing armed conflict.

Moreover, the process of drafting and adopting the resolution involved Eastern 
European countries casting a vote of confidence in the ICRC.46

Third plenary session: Follow-up to report 
by the General Commission and that by the Health, 

Social Service and Junior Red Cross Commission

The third plenary session opened on 9 October with the reading of a draft resolution 
drawn up by the Greek Red Cross regarding civic education and international under-
standing. The Conference adopted it by 105 votes to none (three abstentions).47

The General Commission’s rapporteur pointed out that this text had been discussed 
by the Commission in connection with “the Red Cross as a factor in world peace” 

44 Resolution X: “The Red Cross as a factor in world peace” (ibid., pp. 100–101).
45 Ibid., pp. 66–67.
46 “For the countries of Eastern Europe, it was an enormous display of trust in the ICRC,” stated Roger 

Gallopin in his report to the Assembly (ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meeting, 
14 October 1965, p. 4).

47 Resolution XI: “Civic education and international understanding”.
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and that several National Societies had endorsed the ICRC’s suggestion of organizing 
round-tables. The vice-president of the ICRC said in response that the organization 
would indeed arrange such events.48

The final subject dealt with by the General Commission was a draft resolution 
submitted by the Israeli government. It asked the League to seek, in conjunction with 
the ICRC, a way to affiliate with the League an organization that carried out in Israel a 
function analogous to that of a National Red Cross Society. All participants who com-
mented on this draft opposed it on the grounds that the recognition of new National 
Societies was not the responsibility of either the Commission or the Conference. The 
draft was therefore rejected. Speaking in the plenary, the Israeli government repre-
sentative said that the draft had been based on the sincere desire to enable “Magen 
David Adom” (Red Shield of David) to cooperate more fully with the Movement. He 
regretted that this proposal had not been accepted and assured the Conference that 
the Red Shield of David would go on working in the spirit of Henry Dunant and the 
Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross, with the hope that it would one day achieve 
full recognition.49

The General Commission’s report complete, the Conference passed on to the report 
of the Health, Social Service and Junior Red Cross Commission, presented by Leon 
Stubbings, secretary-general of the Australian Red Cross. The Conference adopted 
resolutions proposed by the commission concerning the following:
• making medical personnel aware of the relevant rules laid down by the Geneva 

Conventions
• the Red Cross contribution to civil defence
• National Society development in the realms of health, social services and education
• promoting health in the home
• future tasks for Red Cross Youth
• cooperation with UN agencies or bodies.50

48 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, pp. 63–64.
49 Ibid., p. 66. The nagging issue of recognizing Magen David Adom and admitting it to the League was 

finally resolved 40 years after the 20th International Conference. In December 2005, the National 
Society adopted Protocol III additional to the Geneva Conventions relating to the Adoption of an 
Additional Distinctive Emblem. And on 22 June 2006, at the end of the 29th International Conference 
of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, Magen David Adom and the Palestine Red Crescent Society were 
simultaneously recognized and admitted as members of the International Federation of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies. (F. Bugnion, Red Cross, Red Crescent, Red Crystal, ICRC, Geneva, 2007.)

50 Resolutions XXXIII, XXXIV, XXXV, XXXVI, XXXVII and XXXVIII.
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Fourth plenary session: Report by the International 
Humanitarian Law Commission

The final plenary dealt with the report of the International Humanitarian Law 
Commission, which was presented by Seha Meray, adviser to the Turkish Red Crescent 
delegation. The Conference adopted a long series of resolutions proposed by the com-
mission concerning the following subjects:
• implementing and promoting the Geneva Conventions
• personnel with the task of applying and monitoring compliance with the Conventions
• locating burial places
• treatment of prisoners of war
• compliance with the Conventions by UN forces
• allegations of violations of humanitarian law
• civil-defence personnel
• protecting civilian medical personnel
• protecting people affected by non-international conflict
• National Society use of the emblem
• legal protection for the civilian population against the effects of indiscrimi-

nate warfare.51

The large number of resolutions was due mainly to the time – eight years – that had 
elapsed between New Delhi and Vienna. Important issues had accumulated, especially 
regarding the development of humanitarian law. The proliferation of resolutions was 
also a result of the large-scale preparatory work done by the ICRC. Indeed, 11 of 
these 12 resolutions were the consequence of reports or proposals submitted by the 
organization to the Conference. Five of the resolutions were particularly important 
to the ICRC.

The US government and the American Red Cross submitted to the Conference a 
draft resolution aimed at protecting prisoners of war. Though it was not stated explicitly, 
this concerned the war in Vietnam. The draft provoked debate, with the Soviet dele-
gation questioning its admissibility.52 The draft was ultimately adopted by 117 votes to 
none (six abstentions). It “[called] upon all authorities involved in an armed conflict to 
ensure that every prisoner of war is given the treatment and full measure of protection 
prescribed by the Geneva Convention of 1949 on the protection of prisoners of war, 

51 Resolutions XXI, XXII, XXIII, XXIV, XXV, XXVI, XXVII, XXVIII, XXIX, XXX, XXXI and 
XXXII.

52 A heated debate over the war in Vietnam had already taken place prior to the adoption of Resolution 
X: “Red Cross as a factor in world peace” (XXth International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, 
pp. 56-59).
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including the judicial safeguards afforded to every prisoner of war charged with any 
offence, and that the International Committee of the Red Cross is enabled to carry out 
its traditional humanitarian functions to ameliorate the condition of prisoners of war”.53

It should be noted, however, that this resolution did not improve conditions for 
American prisoners in Vietnam. Nor did it open prison doors to the ICRC there. One 
reason was that it originated only from the US and was adopted in the absence of the 
party concerned by it. Another was the absence from the Conference of those, from 
Washington’s viewpoint, to whom the resolution was addressed: North Vietnam and 
the Viet Cong.

The draft regarding compliance by UN forces with humanitarian law was submitted 
by the government of Monaco as a means of bringing before the Conference the 1963 
Council of Delegates resolution on this subject, and thus extending to UN forces that 
body of law’s scope of application.

Following arguments put forward by the British government, the Conference ulti-
mately adopted a far less ambitious resolution that essentially stressed the responsibility 
of the States supplying contingents to the UN:

The XXth International Conference of the Red Cross,

considering that the States parties to the Geneva Conventions have undertaken to respect 
them and make them respected in all circumstances,

considering further that it is necessary for the ‘United Nations Emergency Forces’ to respect 
these Conventions and be protected by them,

expresses its satisfaction at the practical measures already taken by the United Nations,

recommends

1. that appropriate arrangements be made to ensure that armed forces placed at the disposal 
of the United Nations observe the provisions of the Geneva Conventions and be protected 
by them;

2. that the Governments of countries making contingents available to the United Nations 
give their troops – in view of the paramount importance of the question – adequate 
instruction in the Geneva Conventions before they leave their country of origin as well 
as orders to comply with these Conventions;

3. that the authorities responsible for the contingents agree to take all the necessary measures 
to prevent and suppress any breaches of the said Conventions.54

53 Resolution XXIV: “Treatment of prisoners of war” (ibid.,, pp. 80–81, 107).
54 Resolution XXV: “Application of the Geneva Conventions by United Nations Emergency Forces” 

(XXth International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, pp. 81, 107).
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This resolution, adopted by 125 votes to none (two abstentions) had this advantage: 
it specified compliance by UN forces with the provisions of the Geneva Conventions, 
and also recommended ensuring that those forces were protected by the Geneva 
Conventions. Judging from ICRC documents, by stressing the responsibility of the 
States furnishing contingents, the resolution doubtless better suited the UN, which 
feared having to take responsibility for violations if it formally embraced the Geneva 
Conventions. It was far preferable to the UN to leave that responsibility squarely on the 
shoulders of the States providing contingents.55 On the other hand, dropping the appeal 
to the UN to make a formal declaration that it would comply with the Conventions 
weakened the text of this resolution vis-à-vis the text adopted by the 1963 Council of 
Delegates. This gap was finally closed by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan in 1999.56

55 “The Monaco delegation raised the issue of formal adherence by the United Nations to the Geneva 
Conventions,” related Jean Pictet in his report to the Assembly (ACICR, A PV PL, Committee 
minutes, plenary meetings, 14 October 1965, p. 10). “In essence, the UN refuses to adhere for fear 
of having to face responsibility for any violations, a prospect it prefers to leave to the States.”

56 Centenary Congress of the International Red Cross: Commemoration Day, Council of Delegates, 
Proceedings, pp. 106–107. See above, p. 79.

93.  20th International Conference of the Red Cross (Vienna, 1965). Resolutions being voted 
on at the final plenary.  © Fédération/Gustav Schikola (ICRC/CID, V P CER-E-00837)
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Opinion was sharply divided on protection for civil-defence personnel. Some felt it 
essential to provide better protection for these personnel given the great risks they faced. 
Others felt that civil-defence personnel were already adequately protected under the 
principle of immunity for the civilian population. Eventually, the Conference adopted 
a resolution that recognized the need to strengthen protection under international law 
for civil-defence organizations and called on the ICRC to pursue its work in this realm.57 
Beginning in 1969, this issue was placed within the broader framework of reaffirming 
and developing humanitarian law. All this culminated in a series of provisions (Articles 
61–67) in Protocol I additional to the Geneva Conventions, adopted in 1977.

Presenting its report on protecting people affected by non-international conflict, the 
ICRC reminded the Conference that it was precisely such conflict that was inflicting 
widespread suffering and that common Article 3 provided only minimum protection. 
In practice, those entitled to that protection were often denied even this minimum, the 
States concerned defining the situation as “internal disturbances”, which was a way to 
free themselves of the obligation to apply common Article 3. In order to create ways 
to provide better protection for people during such conflicts, the ICRC had brought 
together a committee of experts. That committee’s report had been submitted to the 
1963 Council of Delegates, and now to the 20th International Conference. Members 
of the International Humanitarian Law Commission who had spoken within it had all 
stressed the need to provide better protection for people affected by non-international 
armed conflict. Yet the ambitions of the draft eventually proposed by the Commission 
remained more modest than the words spoken:

The XXth International Conference of the Red Cross,

considering that during armed conflicts not of an international character and internal 
disturbances occurring in recent years, it has not been possible to ensure sufficient protection 
for the victims of these conflicts and in particular the prisoners and detainees,

considering further that the Geneva Conventions of 1949 contain in Article 3, common to 
them all, the provisions applicable to these conflicts,

having taken note of the report of the Committee of Experts convoked by the International 
Committee of the Red Cross to meet from 25 to 30 October 1962,

urges the ICRC to continue its work with the aim of strengthening the humanitarian 
assistance of the Red Cross to victims of non-international conflicts, recommends that 
Governments of States parties to the Geneva Conventions and National Societies support 
these efforts in their respective countries.

When the draft was brought before the plenary, Colonel Gerald Draper of the British 
government delegation requested the elimination from the first paragraph of “and 
internal disturbances” on the grounds that the text was meant to protect people affected 

57 Resolution XXIX (XXth International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, pp. 87–88, 109).
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by non-international armed conflict. The British position was not without its logic, but 
his motion was defeated by 75 to 24 (12 abstentions) and the resolution itself was then 
adopted by 124 to none (five abstentions).58

It must be acknowledged that this resolution lacked the impact that the ICRC 
would have wished, since it spoke only of improving help for people affected by non-in-
ternational armed conflict and gave the ICRC no mandate to develop the legal regime 
protecting those people.

The ICRC would have to wait for the later process of reaffirming and developing 
humanitarian law in order to codify a new set of humanitarian rules applicable to 
that type of conflict. The eventual result was Protocol II additional to the Geneva 
Conventions, adopted – like Additional Protocol I – in 1977.

Among the many subjects dealt with by the International Humanitarian Law 
Commission, the issue of laws to protect civilians against indiscriminate warfare was 
without question the most pressing for the ICRC. When he presented the ICRC report 
on the matter,59 Vice-President Freymond pointed out that the design and production of 
weapons unleashing uncontrollable destructive power – such as nuclear weapons – was 
increasing day by day. Yet no satisfactory results had as yet been achieved in terms of 
laws protecting civilians from the effects of hostilities. The ICRC’s draft rules lim-
iting the risks faced by the civilian population in the event of war had gone down 
to defeat at the New Delhi Conference. The ICRC wished to pursue its work in this 
area, but it needed the support of governments. If the International Humanitarian 
Law Commission shared the ICRC’s concern and its hopes, an effort could be made 
to isolate the principles involved in protecting civilians from the dangers of indiscrim-
inate warfare and enshrine those principles in a unanimously adopted declaration.60

The Commission debated the ICRC draft at length. In addition to the ICRC 
text, it had six draft resolutions on the same subject. It therefore set up an editorial 
committee composed of representatives of the six submitting delegations and experts 
on international law. The committee’s task was to consolidate the six drafts into one 
resolution that asked the ICRC to pursue its efforts in this realm, and declared that 
parties to conflict must observe at least the following principles:

• their choice of means of harming the enemy was not unlimited

• it was prohibited to launch an attack against the civilian population as such

• a distinction must at all times be drawn between people taking part in the hos-
tilities and the civilian population, in such a way that the latter was spared to the 
greatest extent possible

• the general principles of the law of war must apply to nuclear and similar weapons.

58 Resolution XXXI: “Protection of victims of non-international conflicts” (ibid., pp. 89-90, 110).
59 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross, Vienna, October 1965: The Legal Protection of Civilian 

Populations against the Dangers of Indiscriminate Warfare.
60 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, p. 84.
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Reaffirming these four principles would constitute an important contribution to 
providing better protection for civilians.61 However, that progress was cut short when 
the Commission accepted a British proposal that these principles be applicable only 
in the case of international armed conflict. When the final draft was brought before 
the plenary, Frédéric Siordet took the floor to speak for the ICRC. He made a ringing 
appeal for this restriction to be lifted. Colonel Draper of the British government del-
egation spoke against any such amendment, though the ICRC received support from 
representatives of the East German Red Cross, the Polish Red Cross and the Iraqi 
government. Jovan Patrnogic, the new chairman of the International Humanitarian 
Law Commission, also took the floor to back the ICRC.

Put to the vote, the ICRC amendment was approved by 115 to seven (six absten-
tions). The draft was then adopted by the Conference by 128 votes to none (three 
abstentions).62 This was how Resolution XXVIII came to be; it was, surely, besides the 
Fundamental Principles, the most significant of the Vienna Conference’s resolutions:

The XXth International Conference of the Red Cross,

in its endeavours for the protection of the civilian population …

thanks the International Committee of the Red Cross for the initiative taken and the com-
prehensive work done by it in defining and further developing international humanitarian 
law in this sphere,

states that indiscriminate warfare constitutes a danger to the civilian population and the 
future of civilisation,

solemnly declares that all Governments and other authorities responsible for action in armed 
conflicts should conform at least to the following principles:
• that the right of the parties to a conflict to adopt means of injuring the enemy is not  

unlimited;
• that it is prohibited to launch attacks against the civilian populations as such;
• that distinction must be made at all times between persons taking part in the hostilities 

and members of the civilian population to the effect that the latter be spared as much 
as possible;

• that the general principles of the Law of War apply to nuclear and similar weapons;

expressly invites all Governments who have not yet done so to accede to the Geneva Protocol 
of 1925 which prohibits the use of asphyxiating, poisonous, or other gases, all analogous 
liquids, materials or devices, and bacteriological methods of warfare,

61 “It was the Swiss delegation that proposed the passage on the Principles, which were the same as 
those in the ICRC’s internal draft,” said Frédéric Siordet in his report to the Assembly (ACICR, 
A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 14 October 1965, p. 9).

62 Resolution XXVIII: “Protection of civilian populations against the dangers of indiscriminate 
warfare” (XXth International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, pp. 84–87).
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urges the ICRC to pursue the development of International Humanitarian Law in accord-
ance with Resolution No. XIII of the XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross, with 
particular reference to the need for protecting the civilian population against the sufferings 
caused by indiscriminate warfare, requests the ICRC to take into consideration all possible 
means and to take all appropriate steps, including the creation of a committee of experts, 
with a view to obtaining a rapid and practical solution of this problem,

requests National Societies to intervene with their Governments in order to obtain their 
collaboration for an early solution of this question and urges all Governments to support the 
efforts of the International Red Cross in this respect,

requests all National Societies to do all in their power to persuade their Governments to 
reach fruitful agreements in the field of general disarmament.63

The debate that set the ICRC against the British government and the vote cast by 
the plenary showed clearly that, for most delegations by far, this resolution applied to 
non-international armed conflicts as much as it did to conflicts between States. The 
same conclusion may be drawn from the formulation of the fourth paragraph, that “all 
Governments and other authorities responsible for action in armed conflicts should 
conform at least to the following principles”.64

In late 1968, the UN General Assembly unanimously adopted (Resolution 2444) 
the first three of the four principles stated in the Conference resolution quoted above.65

In a way, the adoption of Resolution XXVIII reversed the failure represented by 
the New Delhi Conference’s rejection of the ICRC’s draft rules. It marked the first 
instance of progress since 1949 in legal protection of civilians against the effects of 
hostilities. And indeed, this resolution sparked a new drive to develop and codify 
rules governing the conduct of war. However, the ICRC’s was so traumatized by the 
rejection of the draft rules that it needed to be frightened into action – by the prospect 
of the UN taking over the development and codification of humanitarian law66 – and 
finally set about a new codification project. There followed a decade of consultations 
and negotiations, the result of which was the adoption of the two Protocols additional 

63 Resolution XXVIII (ibid., pp. 108–109).
64 Emphasis added.
65 United Nations, Resolutions adopted by the General Assembly during its Twenty-third Session, 24 

September–21 December 1968, A/7218, United Nations, New York, 1968, pp. 50–51.
66 Resolution XXIII of the International Conference on Human Rights (United Nations, Final Act of 

the International Conference on Human Rights, Teheran, 22 April to 13 May 1968, A/CONF.32/41, 
United Nations, New York, 1968, p. 18). From 1968 to 1977, the UN General Assembly demon-
strated its interest in the process of reaffirming and developing humanitarian law by adopting one 
or more resolutions on the subject during each ordinary session, usually under the title “Respect 
for human rights in armed conflicts” (Resolutions 2444 (XXIII), 1968; 2597 (XXIV), 1969; 2674 
(XXV), 1970; 2675 (XXV), 1970; 2676 (XXV), 1970; 2677 (XXV), 1970; 2852 (XXVI), 1971; 
2853 (XXVI), 1971; 3032 (XXVII), 1972; 3076 (XXVIII), 1973; 3102 (XXVIII), 1973; 3103 
(XXVIII), 1973; 3319 (XXIX), 1974; 3500 (XXX), 1975, 31/19-1976, 32/44-1977). The ICRC 
knew it was being watched closely!
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to the Geneva Conventions in 1977. Articles 48 to 67 of Additional Protocol I and 13 
to 15 of Additional Protocol II brought new protection for, respectively, people affected 
by international and non-international armed conflict.

The International Court of Justice issued an advisory opinion in 1996 on the law-
fulness of the threat or use of nuclear weapons. Though it did not expressly quote 
Resolution XXVIII of the Vienna Conference, the Court unhesitatingly accepted 
that the rules and principles of humanitarian law applied to nuclear weapons: “In the 
view of the vast majority of States as well as writers there can be no doubt as to the 
applicability of humanitarian law to nuclear weapons. The Court shares that view.”67

The Conference’s final task was to elect the members of the new Standing 
Commission and take a decision on where and when to hold the next International 
Conference of the Red Cross. It chose Istanbul in 1969.68

Conclusion

For the first time since the Second World War – that is, after the Stockholm, Toronto 
and New Delhi Conferences – an International Conference of the Red Cross had taken 
place in a fairly calm atmosphere. Apart from a number of fairly temperate remarks 
from the floor regarding the absence of Mainland China and a few references to the 
Vietnam War, the participants had confined themselves to matters of substance and 
had striven to find compromise whenever divergences of view appeared.

The fact cannot be ignored that this improved climate was due in part to the refusal 
of both the People’s Republic of China and North Vietnam to attend. Any discussion of 
the Taiwan issue therefore necessarily had to occur in the absence of Mainland China.

At the same time, the Conference met at a time when the expanding war in Vietnam 
made some form of dialogue between North and South on matters of humanitarian 
concern more crucial than ever.

The Conference’s success was therefore diminished by the absence of key entities.69

The improved atmosphere was also the result of changing international relations 
and a new attitude towards the ICRC.

The Cuban Missile Crisis had terrifyingly demonstrated the risks for the entire 
world of engaging in brinkmanship. A degree of détente between the Soviet Union 
and the West was essential if nuclear war was to be avoided.

67 International Court of Justice, Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons, Advisory Opinion, 
I.C.J. Reports 1996, I.C.J., The Hague, 1996, pp. 259, 266.

68 XXth International Conference of the Red Cross: Report, pp. 93–95.
69 “Those who attended agree that it was a magnificent demonstration of the unity and universality 

of the Red Cross,” declared the ICRC in a note entitled “The XXth International Conference of 
the Red Cross” (IRRC, No. 563, November 1965, pp. 567–569). Given the absence of the People’s 
Republic of China and North Vietnam, this smug celebration of Red Cross universality was par-
ticularly inappropriate. One can only imagine the reaction such a statement might have provoked 
in Hanoi and Peking.
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As regards the ICRC, the growth in confidence that was already apparent in New 
Delhi had continued and been confirmed in Vienna. It was largely a result of the 
organization’s stance during the Cuban Missile Crisis, but also the fruit of ICRC 
perseverance in the struggle to strengthen protection for civilians in wartime.

In addition, the ICRC had expended an enormous amount of effort in preparing 
the Conference. The quality of its reports and its statements from the floor had been 
recognized and appreciated.70

The Conference had adopted several major resolutions concerning the develop-
ment of humanitarian law. First among these was the resolution on protecting civil-
ians against the effects of indiscriminate warfare. As the Cuban Missile Crisis had so 
recently reminded it, the world was now living under the constant threat of a nuclear 
holocaust. The near-unanimous adoption of this resolution – with its four clearly dis-
played principles applicable to both international and non-international conflict – was a 
decisive step that allowed the ICRC to ponder once more, with a modicum of serenity, 
the prospect of a new codification of humanitarian law.

The subject of promoting peace once again proved a grave threat to unity within 
the Conference. By its very nature it could only be a divisive issue, as Executive 
Director Roger Gallopin reminded the ICRC Assembly in his post-Conference report. 
Nevertheless, the existence of a desire to reach compromise on this issue had ultimately 
reconciled the most divergent viewpoints. The text finally worked out by the negoti-
ating group that Gallopin had chaired within the General Commission had been well 
received by the Commission itself and was then adopted by the plenary, with only 
Albania opposed and a striking abstention by France.71 By adopting this resolution, 
the Conference ratified after the fact the action taken by the ICRC during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, and assigned the organization a mandate for the future. This served to 
anchor the role of conflict prevention as part of the ICRC’s humanitarian mission.

Finally, the adoption of the seven Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross and 
their formal proclamation marked the high point of the Vienna Conference. The 
Cuban Missile Crisis had shown the importance of embracing these principles. Their 
formal codification would henceforth serve as a guideline for the work of the ICRC, 
the National Societies and the League.

Thus, despite the Cold War continuing to burden international relations, and 
despite the absence from the Conference of Mainland China and North Vietnam, 
the unity of the Movement emerged strengthened from the Vienna Conference.

70 “Ninety percent of the intellectual preparation for the Conference was carried out by the ICRC, 
which provided 80% of the material actually used,” reported President Samuel Gonard to the 
Assembly (ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 14 October 1965, p. 6).

71 ACICR, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary meetings, 14 October 1965, pp. 3–4.





Conclusions

What appraisal can be made of the ICRC’s work in the decade between the Hungarian 
revolution of 1956 and the 20th International Conference? This is an obvious question 
with which to conclude this history, which ends in the middle of the Cold War.

The shadow cast by the Cold War

During the decade covered by this book, the world reeled under the burden of the 
Cold War. The relative thaw that followed Stalin’s death in 1953 did not survive the 
Hungarian revolution. There then ensued a series of crises between the Soviet Bloc 
and the West and an acceleration of the nuclear arms race. Whether the decisive spark 
flew in Berlin, Korea, the Taiwan Strait, Indochina or Cuba, the world realized that 
it could ignite a global conflagration against which no protection existed and which 
could mark the end of civilization.

The decade under review here saw the three worst international crises since the 
Second World War: the virtually simultaneous Hungarian revolution and Suez Crisis in 
the autumn of 1956 (André Fontaine has described them as “two moments of truth”), 
and the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962. The last of these shocked the world into 
the 1963 Partial Test-Ban Treaty prohibiting atmospheric nuclear tests.

Aware of the risk they had taken and had obliged the rest of the world to take with 
them, the Soviet Union and the United States never again allowed themselves to be 
drawn into a new confrontation that could end in nuclear war.

Yet a muted conflict between East and West simmered on, and this affected all the 
ICRC’s activities, whether on the battlefield, in its relations with governments and 
National Societies, or within the Movement’s statutory meetings.

Having a worldwide mandate, the ICRC struggled to remain above the fray, so to 
speak, with regard to the Cold War. Apart from anything else, in those bleak years it 
was convinced that humanity was headed for a third world war and it feared being cut 
off – as it had been during the Second World War – from dialogue with the Soviet 
Union, and thus being unable to play the role of neutral intermediary which was its 
task, indeed in many ways its raison d’ être.

The ICRC was only partially successful in its struggle. During the Hungarian 
revolution, it did manage to mount a major relief operation – by far the largest of the 
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decade under review and the organization’s only significant operation east of the Iron 
Curtain. But it was unable to help combatants captured or non-combatants arrested 
following the Soviet military crackdown.

Likewise, the ICRC insisted that its draft rules on the dangers of war faced by 
civilians remain on the agenda in New Delhi despite US pressure to withdraw it. While 
its determination may have won it a degree of goodwill in Moscow, that goodwill did 
not yield any true opening for the organization.

The ICRC faced much criticism in the West for helping repatriate to North Korea 
those Koreans in Japan who wished to go there. But the ICRC’s role in the operation 
opened no doors for it in Pyongyang.

Poland was the only exception in the Soviet bloc. Years of cooperation with the 
Polish Red Cross and the Polish government – to ensure that the victims of medical 
experiments in German concentration camps received compensation payments – made 
it possible for the ICRC to build a trusting relationship there.

The division of the world by the Cold War also had repercussions for the Movement’s 
statutory meetings. It brought about the collapse of the 1957 New Delhi Conference 
and caused a two-year delay in the International Conference originally planned to 
crown the 1963 Red Cross centennial.

Despite the obstacles placed in its way and the failures suffered, the ICRC’s per-
sistence in offering dialogue with the Soviet bloc did not go unrewarded. When the 
world stood on the brink of all-out nuclear war, Moscow willingly accepted the ICRC’s 
good offices for the purpose of inspecting ships bound for Cuba. It could be that the 
Kremlin had finally recognized the ICRC’s impartiality and neutrality; it could also 
be that the need to find a peaceful solution to the crisis had prevailed over ideological 
proscriptions. Either way, the Soviet Union and its allies welcomed the ICRC’s stance 
when the USSR was in a position of weakness. This new-found confidence proved one 
of the keys to the eventual success of the 20th International Conference.

However, the ICRC was unable to convert this growth in confidence into true 
cooperation within war zones. The thaw in relations with Moscow did nothing to melt 
the ice with North Vietnam, or to give the organization access to the Viet Cong or the 
Pathet Lao, though all three were backed by the USSR. Nor did the improvement last 
long: indeed it probably foundered precisely on the Vietnam War, since until December 
1972 the ICRC refused to publicly condemn US bombing in Vietnam. In any case, 
for this or perhaps other reasons, relations with Moscow once again deteriorated after 
the Vienna Conference.

If the ICRC’s relationship with the Soviet Union remained tenuous throughout the 
period covered by this book, what should one say of its relationship with the People’s 
Republic of China, a country that was excluded from membership of the UN and other 
international organizations? It required only one unfortunate sentence at a press confer-
ence for Peking to “postpone” the visit that President Gonard should have made to China 
in the spring of 1965. This shows just how exceedingly brittle that relationship was.

At the same time, it should be recognized that the mistrust was mutual. It is true 
that in 1958, at the end of a debate on its relations with the Communist countries, the 
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ICRC Assembly decided to “use all available means to step up contacts and exchanges 
with, first, the National Societies and then with the governments of, Communist 
countries. This can be done by finding grounds for making visits to those countries for 
the purpose of dialogue or of appropriate operational work, and by inviting National 
Society representatives to make longer visits to Geneva”.1 And throughout the period 
under review, the ICRC did just that.

Yet the ICRC could not remain unaffected by the many rebuffs and condemna-
tions to which it had been subjected by these same countries. No less important was 
the prevailing ideological viewpoint of Switzerland and, in particular, of the social 
milieu from which the ICRC recruited its members. As Jean Pictet put it bluntly in 
a later document on this subject: “Would we trust an international committee made 
up entirely of communists?”2

It is therefore unsurprising that the ICRC was unable to play the role of neutral 
intermediary in any of the conflicts waged in connection with the Cold War, the sole 
exception being André Durand’s visit to four US prisoners held by the Pathet Lao. 
Indeed, like the Korean War before it, the war in South-East Asia otherwise came 
and went without ICRC visits to Americans in the hands of the Viet Cong, the North 
Vietnamese or any other Communist belligerent. Nor was it able to visit Hungarian 
rebels captured during the Soviet offensive of November 1956, or Indian personnel 
captured in the Sino-Indian War. In Cuba, the good relationship the ICRC enjoyed 
with Fidel Castro’s regime lasted but a few months. The prison doors were closed again 
as relations between Washington and Havana grew ever more tense.

Decolonization

The second major factor in the years under review was decolonization: the number of 
UN Member States grew by no less than 42 (from 76 to 118) during this period. For 
many colonies the transition was a peaceful affair. But for too many it was achieved 
by shot and shell.

Naturally, the Cold War also affected the anti-colonial struggle. Either the parties 
involved in the struggle approached Moscow or Washington for help, or one or both 
of those powers took unilateral action to expand its sphere of influence.

For the ICRC, these new conflicts presented two difficulties.
First, these were asymmetrical conflicts. That is to say, on one side there was an 

armed independence movement, or sometimes several. They were poorly organized 
in the beginning and capable only of carrying out either limited guerrilla warfare or 
engaging in spectacular bombing outrages. On the other side was a well-organized, 
well-trained and well-equipped army that was nevertheless unprepared for the type of 

1 ICRC Archives, A PV PL, Committee minutes, plenary sessions, 1 May 1958, p. 356.
2 ICRC Archives, A PV PL, document SP 555: “Rapport introductif présenté par M. Pictet, en séance 

plénière, concernant les Relations avec les pays marxistes”, 7 April 1966, p. 1.
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warfare with which it found itself confronted. (The Geneva Conventions – revised or 
newly drafted in the wake of the Second World War – assumed a degree of symmetry 
between adversaries.)

Second, under public international law as devised and imposed on the rest of the 
world by the Europeans, no colony had an identity distinct from the colonial power. 
Therefore, a conflict between a colonial power and a liberation movement was con-
sidered an affair internal to that power. As such it was a matter to which the law of 
armed conflict was inapplicable, and no colonial power wished to grant its opponent 
recognition as a belligerent, since that would have invariably triggered the applicability 
of most of the law of war. By refusing to acknowledge the existence of an armed conflict 
and describing the events instead as “internal disturbances”, a colonial power was able 
to remain free of the obligations imposed by humanitarian law, including the very 
minimal obligations laid down by common Article 3.

Despite this gigantic obstacle, the ICRC offered its services to the governments 
concerned, never allowing itself to be drawn into disputes about the legal label to be 
attached to a situation. Its objective was always access to the people affected, whether 
detainees or civilians in need.

It was essentially by dint of sheer pragmatism that the ICRC was able to work in 
such situations. Once it had its foot in the door, it began a dialogue with the power 
concerned and broached the application of common Article 3 and the legal status of 
the captured combatants.

Thus, General Raoul Salan’s creation in March 1958 of special camps in Algeria for 
FLN fighters who had been captured while bearing arms openly was hugely significant, 
as was the contact made by the ICRC with the FLN at a time when it was considered, 
in Europe at least, as nothing more than a terrorist organization.

Across the world, the ICRC essentially sought to fit these armed conflicts into the 
only existing legal framework for dealing with violence of this type: the law of war.

Placing wars of national liberation within the framework of the law of armed con-
flict was also a major theme in the process of reaffirming and developing humanitarian 
law that led to the adoption, in 1977, of the two Protocols additional to the Geneva 
Conventions. There can be little doubt that the precedents set by the ICRC in such 
conflicts influenced States in their acceptance of this new addition to the edifice of 
humanitarian law.

Geographic spread

Equally remarkable is the sheer geographic expansion of ICRC activities in the years 
under review. Apart from Ethiopia (1935–1936), ICRC operations until the end of the 
Second World War were essentially confined to Europe. While it is true that delegates 
travelled to the US, Canada and South Africa during the Second World War, this was 
primarily to visit German and Italian prisoners of war being held there, just as they 
travelled to the East Indies and Japan to visit Allied prisoners held there.
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After 1945, the ICRC endeavoured to work in Indochina, Indonesia, Korea and 
the Middle East, this time not only for the benefit of Americans and Europeans like 
the Dutch and the French, but also to help local civilians and Arab, Indonesian, Israeli, 
Korean, Vietnamese and other prisoners.

From the mid-1950s onward, the organization began carrying out activities in 
North Africa, Cyprus, the Middle East, South-East Asia, Japan, equatorial Africa, 
southern Africa, and two Caribbean countries. ICRC coverage was beginning for the 
first time to look truly universal, and this meant venturing into regions about which 
it knew very little. The ICRC discovered sub-Saharan Africa only when it began oper-
ations there, that is, when the march towards independence was well under way.

The ICRC showed definite concern about people affected by armed conflict in 
sub-Saharan Africa, which was just in the process of gaining an independent status 
vis-à-vis the rest of the world. It must be acknowledged, however, that the ICRC – with 
the significant exceptions of Henri-Philippe Junod and Jeanne Egger – was imprisoned 
in a Eurocentrist view of the world and took a paternalistic approach to such exotic 
new places, an approach not without the racism so prevalent at that time.

In the decade under review, the ICRC timidly set up three “regional delegations”, 
delegations covering enormous regions in the Middle East, Asia and Africa. Previously 
it had had delegations only in countries enduring armed conflict. One of the main tasks 
of the regional delegations was to open communication channels with the governments 
and National Societies in the countries covered by them.

Naturally, the universality to which the organization aspired was far from fully 
realized. Apart from Hungary during this time, the Soviet bloc, Mainland China, 
North Korea and North Vietnam effectively remained no-go areas for the ICRC.

Internal tensions and disturbances, 
and the struggle to help political prisoners

Besides its goal of geographical universality, the ICRC also sought, as it were, univer-
sality in terms of territories or countries in the grip of widespread armed violence. It 
offered its services in connection with such situations and they remained among its 
concerns. It did its best to help people affected by situations falling short of outright 
armed conflict, especially as the colonial powers often described as “internal tensions 
and disturbances” situations that were actually, in terms of the law in force at the time, 
non-international armed conflicts.

In such cases, the ICRC based itself on the conclusions of the 1953 and 1955 
meetings of experts and on its right of humanitarian initiative as guaranteed by the 
Movement’s Statutes. With varying degrees of success, it endeavoured to use common 
Article 3 – even when it was not, technically, fully applicable – to protect people 
affected by widespread internal violence.

There can be little doubt that the personal influence of President Léopold Boissier 
helped fuel the ICRC’s concern about this issue. In his brief address during the opening 
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ceremony of the 19th International Conference (New Delhi, 1957), he pointed out that, 
unlike a wounded or captured soldier in an international war, political detainees had 
no protection under the law. The former were protected by the Geneva Conventions 
and by custom whereas the latter were totally exposed to arbitrary punishment by their 
captors for having undermined the existing order in deed or in thought.3 Moreover, one 
of the rare articles published by him during his presidency dealt with this very issue.4

Despite this, it must be acknowledged that ICRC initiatives remained timid. Nor 
were its offers of services always accepted. Such was the case in response to Soviet mil-
itary action in Hungary in 1956. The ICRC feared that placing its full weight behind 
its offer to visit might endanger the large-scale relief operation that it was organizing for 
Hungary. The ICRC’s later lack of daring vis-à-vis the USSR regarding such situations 
may be explained by its fear of doing anything to impede its efforts to nurture dialogue 
with the Soviet Union and its allies. In the end, the ICRC was unable to do anything 
for the Hungarian detainees. In any case, other instances – in which the organization’s 
endeavours in connection with internal violence were much bolder than they had been 
in Hungary and Algeria – yielded, even in the best cases, very meagre results.

None of the ICRC activities to help people affected by internal violence in the decade 
under review represented a decisive precedent effectively expanding the organization’s 
sphere of competence. That said, each one added to the series of instances – beginning 
at the end of the First World War – in which the organization helped people suffering 
the effects of these situations. As such, each helped constitute a body of precedents that 
would eventually prove useful to the ICRC.

Approaches to governments and the activities – however modest – that sometimes 
resulted, blazed a trail towards the much more audacious initiatives taken by the ICRC 
in post-coup Greece (1967) and Chile (1973).

Gradual development and codification of humanitarian law

In terms of the law, the ICRC’s priority was achieving universal acceptance of the 
1949 Geneva Conventions. The number of States party to the Conventions more than 
doubled (48 to 108) in the decade under review. This increase was not exclusively 
the result of decolonization. Many of the States that had taken part in the 1949 dip-
lomatic conference did not, in fact, ratify those treaties until the period from 1956 
to 1965: Afghanistan, Albania, Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, Ceylon (later 
Sri Lanka), Colombia, Greece, Iran, Ireland, New Zealand, Paraguay, Peru, Portugal, 
the United Kingdom and Venezuela. As for the People’s Republic of China, it ratified 

3 ICRC, XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross, New Delhi, October–November 1957: 
Proceedings, ICRC, Geneva, 1957, p. 36.

4 L. Boissier, “La Croix-Rouge et l’assistance aux détenus politiques”, Politique étrangère, Vol. 23, 
No. 1, 1958, pp. 5–24.
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the Conventions in late 1956, though only the Taiwan-based Republic of China had 
taken part in the 1949 conference.

As 1965 drew to a close, universality for the Geneva Conventions had almost been 
realized. Only Burma and a few newly independent States were not bound by them.

The ICRC’s main project for development of the law was the draft rules limiting the 
risk to civilians in wartime. In truth it was a draft fifth Geneva Convention that sought 
to fill a glaring gap in the new legal regime founded by the 1949 diplomatic conference. It 
was a gap repeatedly condemned by the Soviet delegation at that conference. For while the 
conference thoroughly revised the provisions protecting people affected by armed con-
flict, the rules regarding the conduct of hostilities essentially remained as they had been 
left by the Second Hague Conference in 1907, when aviation was in its infancy. Worse, 
the 1907 rules had been outrageously violated during the Second World War. Following 
that conflict, the Nuremberg tribunal had convicted and sentenced senior German 
leaders for trampling the law of war under foot, yet those who had carried out “area 
bombing” and killed hundreds of thousands of civilians went unpunished. Thus, existing 
law had been doubly discredited: not only had it been flouted with impunity – it was 
also woefully out of date. Nuclear weapons now cast a pall over humanity and its future.

The ICRC’s draft rules were intended to fill this gap. They included a provi-
sion – Article 14 – that would have had the effect, in practice, of prohibiting any use 
of nuclear weapons. It was Article 14 that caused the draft rules to founder, with almost 
everyone criticizing it either for going too far or for not going far enough.

The rejection of this draft – which had been painstakingly drawn up over several 
years of consultations and negotiations – was all the more painful for the ICRC as it 
was convinced that humanity was speeding towards a third world war. Legal protection 
for the civilian population against bombing in this new war would be no greater than it 
had been in the Second World War. But this time the destructive power of the weapons 
would be a thousand times greater than the last time. The blow to the ICRC was one 
that kept it reeling for the next decade. Only in the late 1960s did it begin laying the 
groundwork for a new round in the codification of humanitarian law.

It is therefore easy to understand why the ICRC perceived a sea-change in Resolution 
XXVIII of the 1965 International Conference, especially in the emphasis placed by the 
resolution on the four principles protecting civilians against indiscriminate warfare. 
This resolution constituted the first step towards developing humanitarian law since 
the 1949 diplomatic conference. For the ICRC it was light that signified the end of a 
long and dark tunnel.

The actual impulse for the new codification process, however, came from elsewhere. 
Resolution XXIII of the UN’s International Conference on Human Rights (Tehran, 
1968)5 showed the ICRC that newly independent States desired an update of humani-
tarian law. It also caused the ICRC to fear that if it did not promptly seize the initiative 
itself, the UN itself might, as it were, poach on its territory.

5 Resolution XXIII (United Nations, Final Act of the International Conference on Human Rights, 
Teheran, 22 April to 13 May 1968, A/CONF.32/41, United Nations, New York, 1968, p. 18).
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The ICRC and the peace issue

The ICRC had been confronted with the peace issue ever since it was created. Gustave 
Moynier – one of the organization’s founders – mentioned it in his introductory remarks 
to the conference that established the Red Cross in 1863.6 The ICRC returned to it 
time and again thereafter. It explained that coming to the aid of people affected by war 
in no way served to condone war. It explained that – on the contrary – humanitarian 
action might help contribute indirectly to a restoration of peace. But while peace might 
be an indirect benefit of humanitarian action, it could never constitute a goal in itself.

This view was bound to come under strain in the years following the Second World 
War, when the geopolitical split between the victors appeared to be driving mankind 
towards a third world war, with humanity facing the very real possibility of annihilation 
through nuclear weapons.

The turning point came in 1961, when the Council of Delegates meeting in Prague 
adopted the Fundamental Principles for the Movement: the principle of humanity 
declared that the Red Cross “promotes mutual understanding, friendship, cooperation 
and lasting peace amongst all peoples”.7 This by no means made of the Red Cross a 
pacifist movement, but it did open the way to conflict prevention becoming a legitimate 
goal for the Movement.

It matters little that this particular formulation was adopted at the initiative of the 
Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in the USSR and was not present 
in the draft prepared by the ICRC and the League. It immediately found favour with 
ICRC President Léopold Boissier who, after all, had published two volumes of thoughts 
on peace, even as conflict raged around the globe during the Second World War.8

What ultimately counted most was not who formulated the statement but how 
the ICRC interpreted it and the organization’s determination in implementing it, 
without waiting for the formal adoption of the Fundamental Principles by the 
Vienna Conference.

From the 1961 Council of Delegates on, the ICRC acted on that formulation – in 
a very timid manner, to be sure. That formulation guided its offer of services to the 
two German governments, in order to relieve, to the extent possible, the effects in 
humanitarian terms of building the Berlin Wall and dividing Germany into two mutu-
ally antagonistic parts. A year later, it influenced the ICRC’s decision to help the UN 
during the Cuban Missile Crisis. In 1965, finally, when the Dominican Republic was 
riven by civil war, the ICRC helped negotiate a humanitarian truce that eventually 
became a permanent ceasefire.

6 Société genevoise d’utilité publique, “Compte rendu de la Conférence internationale réunie à Genève 
les 26, 27, 28 et 29 octobre 1863 pour étudier les moyens de pourvoir à l’insuffisance du service san-
itaire dans les armées en campagne”, excerpt from Bulletin de la Société genevoise d’utilité publique, 
No. 24, Imprimerie de Jules-Guillaume Fick, Geneva, 1863, pp. 8–9.

7 See the present work, p. 411.
8 Boissier, Regards vers la paix, Éditions de la Baconnière, Neuchâtel, 1943; Nouveaux regards vers la 

paix, Éditions de la Baconnière, Neuchâtel, 1944.
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The 1963 Council of Delegates, and then the 1965 International Conference, 
approved, after the fact, the ICRC’s action during the Cuban Missile Crisis and rec-
ommended similar initiatives in the future should peace once again be threatened.

Thus, in just a few years, the ICRC’s role as neutral intermediary – long recognized 
in the humanitarian sphere – had been expanded to enable the organization, in excep-
tional circumstances, to offer its good offices to safeguard peace.

This development in its mandate sometimes led to the ICRC being confronted 
with extremely difficult choices, each with serious implications. There is no question 
that Léopold Boissier’s personal commitment was the decisive factor. It was, after all, 
Boissier who had Roger Gallopin offer the ICRC’s good offices to the UN before the 
moment had even arrived when they might prove useful. When the time came for the 
ICRC Assembly to decide on the matter, it was Boissier who tipped the balance, both 
in the way he introduced the topic and in the way he chaired the discussion.

The ICRC’s position  
on the international chessboard

When the Second World War drew to a close, the ICRC to a great degree found itself 
in the dock. On the one hand, the Soviet Union and its allies reviled the organization 
for its supposed failings during the recent hostilities, calling for it to be disbanded 
and its tasks assigned to the League. On the other, it came under the general criticism 
levelled by the US at Switzerland for the role that country had played during the war. 
The ICRC had precious few friends.

Under the presidency of Paul Ruegger (1948–1955), the organization achieved a 
major comeback in many ways, but its situation was still generally precarious when 
Ruegger handed over the presidency to Boissier. Good relations had been restored with 
Washington, but they remained venomous with Moscow, and worse still with Peking.

The organization pursued this comeback in the decade between the twin crises of 
autumn 1956 and the 20th International Conference in late 1965. The most significant 
fruit of the ICRC’s efforts was the improvement in relations with the USSR. Following 
its work in Hungary and the New Delhi Conference, dialogue began and the organ-
ization found a degree of acceptance in the Soviet bloc. When the decisive crisis arose, 
during the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Soviet Union recognized the organization’s impar-
tiality. The deliberations at the Vienna Conference over “the Red Cross as a factor in 
world peace” even gave the impression this confidence was absolute. However, events 
would soon show that the improvement, though real, remained tenuous.

As for attempts to establish a working relationship with Peking, Pyongyang and 
Hanoi, no progress was made.

Thus, in terms of the chessboard metaphor, the ICRC found itself in a better pos-
ition in 1965 than 1956, but remained vulnerable in more ways than one.
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The ICRC’s position within the International Red Cross

In the decade following the Second World War, the ICRC’s position within the 
Movement was under threat in much the same manner as its international standing. 
The USSR and its allies boycotted the 1948 International Conference in Stockholm 
simply because the ICRC formed part of the Standing Commission, which convened 
the event. Though they attended the Toronto Conference in 1952, they went so far as 
to reject the Movement’s new statutes on the grounds that this document reaffirmed 
the ICRC’s tasks. In this, the National Societies closed ranks with their governments.

The New Delhi Conference constituted a failure for the ICRC in that its “draft 
rules” were rejected. On the other hand, it was spared the relentless hostility of the 
Soviet bloc to which it had been subjected at the two previous Conferences. From 
New Delhi on, it restored its position in the Movement step by step. The 1961 and 
1963 Councils of Delegates and the 1965 Vienna Conference accepted most ICRC 
proposals, both those made unilaterally by it and those in conjunction with the League.

The adoption by consensus – despite ongoing Cold War tensions – of the 
Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross was a remarkable achievement that bol-
stered both the unity of the Movement and the ICRC’s position within it. Everyone 
acknowledged the ICRC’s contribution to these guidelines. Moreover, both the 1963 
Council of Delegates and the Vienna Conference praised the ICRC’s stance during 
the Cuban Missile Crisis and adopted several resolutions that assigned it the task of 
working towards further development and codification of humanitarian law.

Finally, the tensions between the ICRC and the League that had made cooper-
ation between the two organizations difficult in the interwar years, and in the decade 
following the Second World War, gave way to relative harmony. No longer feeling 
threatened by the League, the ICRC felt free to engage in cooperation that emphasized 
the two organizations’ complementary natures. Thus the League contributed to the 
relief operation in Hungary, supplied medical teams in Congo, and helped Algerian 
refugees. The Nobel Peace Prize awarded to the two jointly in 1963 served in a way to 
seal their reconciliation.

But the ICRC’s attitude towards the National Societies also underwent pro-
found change in the decade under review. In his farewell address, as president, to the 
Committee in 1964, Léopold Boissier noted that “just as the ICRC must keep its 
distance from governments and international organizations, it must maintain relations 
with the National Societies that are imbued with mutual confidence and friendship 
… Some Societies have great power within their countries and are very active, able to 
influence public opinion. Others,” he said, “scarcely exist, or are in the early stages of 
development. It is important that all feel a deep kinship with the ICRC, that they 
share its hopes and its disappointments. Let us hope that they nurture together with 
the ICRC, or thanks to the ICRC, what has been called the ‘Red Cross spirit’.”9

9 ICRC Archives, A PV PL, document D 870: “Considérations sur le CICR et son œuvre, présentées 
par M. L. Boissier à la séance plénière du 3 septembre 1964”, 3 September 1964, p. 3.
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Whether owing to its own efforts or external factors, the ICRC’s position within 
the Movement improved markedly during this decade. Not only did it cease to be 
harried by the National Societies that had previously called for it to be dismantled, 
but its leadership of the Movement was now widely recognized, even by the National 
Societies of Eastern Europe.

Unfortunately, it was but a spell of fair weather that was to be swept away by a storm 
of ideological tensions and divisions in the international community that inevitably 
had an impact on the Movement.

Financial and human resources

Progress in restoring the ICRC’s position was hampered by lack of funds and qualified 
staff. The organization had to rely on a small team of delegates that it moved from 
one operation to another: Herbert Beckh, Pierre Boissier, Melchior Borsinger, André 
Durand, Pierre Gaillard, Georg Hoffmann, Jean-Pierre Maunoir, and Louis Gailland 
and Jean-Maurice Rubli, both doctors. Otherwise, there were a few members of the 
Legal Division – Jean de Preux, Claude Pilloud, Jean-Pierre Schoenholzer – who could 
be sent on field missions in an emergency.

For lack of experienced senior staff, the ICRC was forced either to prematurely close 
one delegation in order to be able to open another – as, for example, in Laos – or to 
recruit new delegates and assign them weighty responsibilities that rightly should be 
have been borne by highly experienced personnel.

Thus the ICRC entrusted the running of two of the largest relief operations of 
the decade under review to men from outside the organization: Georg Rütishauser 
and André Rochat. Whatever the skill and personal qualities these two proceeded to 
display, this very fact reflects the lack of experienced staff and the fact that the organ-
ization sometimes placed more confidence in outsiders than in its own personnel. 
Either way, something was seriously amiss. These appointments to major positions were 
inevitably resented by a number of senior ICRC staff.

The worst part is that the ICRC seems to have made a virtue of necessity here. In a 
statement published in the January 1965 edition of the International Review of the Red 
Cross, it wrote that it was unable to maintain a constant reserve of delegates – ready 
at any time – with which to launch a major operation: “The large-scale actions which 
the ICRC undertakes in conflicts have always raised the difficult problem of recruit-
ment. Under pressure as a result of unexpected situations, these have necessitated the 
immediate but temporary intervention of personnel sometimes very numerous and 
experienced in dealing with special and delicate tasks. Now, it is obviously impossible 
for the ICRC to retain large numbers of delegates permanently in its service who would 
remain inactive in periods of calm.”10

10 IRRC, No. 553, January 1965, p. 600.
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The ICRC had obviously not recovered psychologically from the painful predic-
ament it had found itself in at the end of the Second World War, when it had had 
to dismiss most of its headquarters staff and field delegates virtually from one day to 
the next.

In the years from 1956 to 1965, the ICRC had no fixed recruitment procedure, no 
training scheme, and no staff-management policy. Outside the small circle of full-timers 
who had managed to escape the hammer blow that followed the century’s second great 
conflagration, the ICRC’s personnel policy amounted to not keeping delegates on staff too 
long, for fear of engendering obligations that it would not be able to meet on that fateful 
day when there were no wars anywhere. The lack of a personnel policy worthy of the 
name was a weakness that dogged the organization throughout the decade under review.

The ICRC therefore too often had to turn to its standby delegates, that is, Swiss 
citizens based in the country concerned who acted as delegates in addition to exercising 
another profession. They were often businessmen. These men had the advantage of 
knowing the country, but the disadvantage of being associated with the local business 
community and thus with those in power. How credible could their claim to neutrality 
be for rebels?

This lack of field-experienced, full-time delegates reflected the organization’s shortage 
of funds. The 1949 diplomatic conference had assigned major tasks to the ICRC. In 
Resolution 11, it cited “the necessity of providing regular financial support for the 
International Committee of the Red Cross” to enable it “to be ready at all times and 
in all circumstances to fulfil the humanitarian tasks entrusted to it by these [Geneva] 
Conventions”.11 In reality, the ICRC’s finances remained those of a small non-govern-
mental organization.

To make matters worse, the donations the ICRC did receive varied wildly from 
one year to the next. Thus, its eight-month relief operation in Hungary cost 20 times 
the ICRC’s entire original budget for all activities in 1956. That being the case, how 
could the organization properly manage its development?

Making this point in his farewell address, Boissier said: “The Committee’s ex-
perience over the past decade shows that it is difficult for us to mount a relief operation 
of any large scale or duration. We ourselves lack the needed funds and we cannot count 
on contributions from governments or National Societies.”12

Despite the fact that it was chronically short of funds, nothing suggests that the 
ICRC of the day had any real fundraising policy beyond its ongoing dialogue with the 
Swiss government. The organization invariably turned to Bern when in financial diffi-
culty. If it approached other governments for funding, it failed to do so in a systematic 
manner or with sufficient determination. In 1965, the Swiss government’s contribution 
represented no less than a third of all the funds donated to the organization – and 
though a full third, this was a paltry sum.

11 Final Record of the Diplomatic Conference of Geneva of 1949 (Vol. 1), Federal Political Department, 
Bern, 1949, p. 362.

12 ICRC Archives, A PV PL, document D 870, p. 4.
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Lacking the means to finance the realization of its ambitions, the ICRC was obliged 
to trim those ambitions. This meant that it often had to reduce the scale of operations, 
or end them entirely, though the needs they had been launched to meet had in no 
way subsided.

Looking to the future

In the decade reviewed by this work, the ICRC continued the struggle it had waged 
since the Second World War to restore its position on the world stage. And by the end 
of 1965, that position was a solid one both among States and within the Movement.
However, solid did not mean invulnerable. Yes, the direct attacks had ceased and 
the most menacing issues had been resolved, but the ICRC’s future was by no means 
assured. Far from it.

The improvement in relations between the ICRC and the Soviet bloc was due essen-
tially to international developments totally beyond the organization’s control. It was 
due also to a convergence of interests between the two. On the question of legal pro-
tection for civilians and on the peace issue, the ICRC’s core beliefs had led it to adopt 
the same position as the USSR and its allies. Yet the future would show that a failure 
to meet the USSR’s expectations on a major issue of international relations – specif-
ically, failure to condemn US bombing in Vietnam –would suffice to cause relations 
to break down anew.

Likewise, the ICRC’s commitment to protecting all concerned in connection with 
wars of national liberation won it praise from newly decolonized countries. But this 
approval did not necessarily result in access for delegates when the tables were turned. 
For example, once Algeria was independent, the ICRC found it virtually impossible 
to come to the aid of the harkis.

Finally, in the years after 1965, the financial and human resources at the ICRC’s 
disposal remained inadequate, out of all proportion to the responsibilities assigned to it.

A positive assessment can be made of the nine years starting with the twin crises 
of autumn 1956 – Hungary and Suez – and leading to the Vienna Conference in 
the autumn of 1965. The highlights were the acceptance of the ICRC’s good offices 
during the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Nobel Peace Prize and the organization’s success 
in Vienna. The ICRC nevertheless remained in a precarious position in many ways. 
This was amply illustrated when it faced three separate crises, almost simultaneously: 
the intensification of fighting in Vietnam, the Six-Day War in the Middle East, and 
the Biafran conflict in Nigeria.

One might ask whether a degree of vulnerability is not inevitable for an organ-
ization whose calling is to help people affected by war.
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MISSION

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is an impartial, 
neutral and independent organization whose exclusively 
humanitarian mission is to protect the lives and dignity of victims of 
armed conflict and other situations of violence and to provide them 
with assistance. The ICRC also endeavours to prevent suffering by 
promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and universal 
humanitarian principles. Established in 1863, the ICRC is at the origin 
of the Geneva Conventions and the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement. It directs and coordinates the international 
activities conducted by the Movement in armed conflicts and other 
situations of violence.



          

Françoise Perret François Bugnion

The years 1956 to 1965 were shaped by the escalation of the 
Cold War, starting with the Hungarian Revolution in October 
1956, and followed by the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962, 
which brought the world to the brink of nuclear war. The period 
ended with the United States’s rapidly increasing involvement in 
Vietnam in March 1965.

From Budapest to Saigon looks back on the challenges the 
ICRC faced in those years and tries to answer some fundamental 
questions. How did the ICRC respond to the new forms of conflict 
emerging out of the Cold War and decolonization? How did it 
tackle the challenges posed by the Hungarian Revolution, and 
later by the Suez Crisis? What was its role in the Cuban Missile 
Crisis? How did it try to rebuild the International Red Cross 
Movement, whose unity had been shattered by the divisions of 
the Cold War? Wha tions did it take – or fail to take – to harness 
the ideas, financial resources and manpower needed to face the 
challenges thrown up by decolonization, and enter the post-
colonial era?
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