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Humanitarian Campaign on a Global Scale: 
The International Red Cross and  
the 1956 Hungarian Refugees 

Gusztáv D. Kecskés 
 

Foreword 

The wave of Hungarian refugees following the suppression of the 1956 revolution by the Soviets 

as well as the international aid campaign organized for their reception is an outstanding chapter 

in Hungarian and world migration history. The provisioning of the roughly 200,000 refugees, a 

significant number even by European standards, then their transport to and resettlement in the 

receiving countries, was an outstanding achievement of international refugee relief in which, 

alongside the institutions of the UN family, many NGO’s played a significant part, including the 

international Red Cross movement.  At that ti
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literature. It portrays the Red Cross movement’s 
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On the Sources 

To facilitate an overview of the sources we divided the documentation about the international 

activity of the Red Cross into two groups. 

The League of Red Cross Societies 

The League of Red Cross Societies (today called the International Federation of Red Cross and Red 

Crescent Societies) itself produced a well-documented, well-organized overview.1 In light of the 

outstanding significance of Hungarian refugee matters for institutional history, the handbooks 

and monographs dealing with the Red Cross movement and the general history of the League 

always mention this issue.2 A comprehensive work on these matters based on archival 

documentation has to this day not appeared. 

 Rich and varied archival material of the League about its role in the refugee crisis is 

available, and I used it in reconstructing its activity. The League’s correspondence about its relief 

work in Austria and Yugoslavia, that of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR), and the treaties concluded with the Austrian and Yugoslav governments may be found 

in the Archives of the Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.3 The minutes of 

sessions of the League’s Executive Committee and Board of Governors dealing with the 

Hungarian refugees are in this archives, and also these sessions’ appendices (documents in 

support of their decisions) and the decisions themselves. The materials in the Archives of the 

International Committee of the Red Cross are a useful complement to these documents, 

http://www.cwihp.org/
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especially the monthly reports of the League’s work in Austria.4 I collected copies of the League’s 

press releases and circulars as well as the correspondence of the League’s Secretariat with the 

French Red Cross and the Intergovernmental Committee for European Migration (ICEM) in the 

Archives of the French Red Cross.5 The accounts of the meeting of the national Red Cross 

societies, the League, and the International Committee in Geneva on April 16, 1957 and the 

seminar organized by the League’s Secretariat on July 22-24, 1957 are especially important. Both 

programs sought to evaluate in detail the activity in support of the Hungarian refugees in Austria. 

 The foreign policy records of the chief sponsor of international refugee relief, the United 

States illuminate the international background of the League’s measures in Austria and 

Yugoslavia, especially in light of its relations with Washington.6 Prominent among these are the 

correspondence between Washington and the embassies in Vienna and Belgrade. The 

documents preserved in the Archives of the Belgian Foreign Ministry—the records of the state 

http://www.cwihp.org/
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telephone conversations; the reports of the emissaries about their travels and negotiations; 

records of communications (letters, telegrams, telephone conversations) with other 

organizations, like the League of Red Cross Societies, the national Red Cross societies, the UNHCR, 

the Swiss Foreign Ministry, etc.; internal summary notes (“note de dossier”) about the 

development of various matters; the minutes of the sessions of the ICRC and the documents 

attached to it (for instance reports of various missions), as well as the ICRC’s Presidential Council 

(Conseil de Présidence).  The regularly published yearbooks of the organization provide detailed 

documentation of its far-reaching activities.9 

 Hungarian sources are also helpful in reconstructing the ICRC’s activities in Hungarian 

matters. In the Hungarian Red Cross material of the Hungarian National Archives we find the 

minutes of the National Leadership of the Hungarian Red Cross and the meetings of its party 

(Hungarian Socialist Workers Party) organization as well as the minutes of the Presidium of the 

Hungarian Red Cross.10 Here also are the correspondence between the ICRC and the Hungarian 

http://www.cwihp.org/
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and confidential connection between the ICRC and American foreign policy, which up to now was 

little known and opens new perspectives for the history of the Cold War.
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Introduction 

The Prehistory of the International Red Cross—The League of the Red 
Cross Societies  

In 1957 the Red Cross was preparing for the celebration of the centenary of its founding. The 

institutions and expertise that enabled the organization to deal actively and effectively with the 

Hungarian refugee crisis of 1956 were the product of organizational development over a course 

of many decades. 

 The founding conference convened in 1863 on the initiative of the Swiss businessman 

Jean Henri Dunant. Thereafter the International Committee with its seat in Geneva operated as 

central connecting body. It provided information to the growing number of national Red Cross 

societies, approved their founding, and convened international conferences from time to time. 

These consultations dealt with defense and assistance of the victims of war, the peacetime work 

of the Red Cross, relief in times of natural catastrophes and epidemics, and the training of health 

care personnel that might be mobilized as needed.  Many countries accepted the ICRC as neutral 

connecting body, and in time of war as a neutral mediator that would extend protection and 

assistance to the victims of war.12  The First World War brought the spectacular increase in the 

activity of the Red Cross, especially in assistance to prisoners of war.13 

 After the end of the long struggle and in the hope of a lasting peace the League of Red 

Cross Societies was created in Paris in 1919.  Its announced goal was the closer cooperation of 

the 

http://www.cwihp.org/
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scale, the emissary of the League travels to the scene to study it, and as representative of the 

Secretariat initiates contact with the responsible authorities.  The Secretariat of the League plays 

the role of intermediate and central organizer (8).19 

 Aside from assistance to the victims of natural catastrophes—earthquakes, volcanic 

eruptions, floods—a defining area of the League’s activity for more than a decade after 1945 was 

assistance in refugee crises.  The international conflicts associated with both the Cold War 

confrontation and the dismantling of the colonial system have resulted in huge masses of 

stateless persons and refugees. It was helpful for their resolution that the League, as an explicitly 

impartial institution, did not distinguish among the refugees on the basis of nationality, race, 

religion, or political views.  And it considered it important to emphasize that its campaigns were 

of limited duration: it did not consider it its role to seek final solutions to political or economic 

problems.  The League of Red Cross Societies undertook an active role in the solution of urgent 

assistance situations.  At the request of the UN, it undertook the provisioning of Palestinian 

refugees in Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq.20  

http://www.cwihp.org/
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The Challenge of the Hungarian Refugee Crisis of 1956 

After the bloody suppression of the Hungarian revolution, roughly 200,000 people left the 

territory of the country, of which more than 11,000 returned home in response to the amnesty 

announced by the Kádár government—in this the contemporaneous western publications and 

the Hungarian statistics that were kept secret until 1989 are in agreement.25  A study of Julianna 

Puskás published in 1985 characterizes the refugee wave of 1956-1957 as “for Hungary a unique 

example of a sudden and en masse emigration.”26  The demographic impact of the emigration, 

1.5%-1.7% of the country’s population is demonstrated by the fact that the resulting loss in 

population exceeded the natural growth in 1956 by 70%.  The composition of the population by 

sex was changed: two thirds of those who left were men, and the surplus of women reached the 

level of 1949.  The proportion of the younger generation fell perceptibly, because they were the 

majority of those who left.27  The statistics published by the United Nations High Commissioner 

for Refugees on March 11, 1957 tell us that about 173,000 found their first country of refuge in 

Austria and 18,600 in Yugoslavia.28  The further transport of refugees crowded into these two 

countries began already in November 1956, because a large majority of refugees considered 

these countries to be only their first stop, and wanted to travel further.  Up to April 1, 1957 the 

http://www.cwihp.org/
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UN refugee agency recorded that of 193,805 refugees 135,417 (70%) had already resettled to 29 

countries, 14 of them outside Europe.  78,574 (40.5%) went to European countries and 56,843 

(29.3%) to countries outside Europe.29  Up to the end of December 1957 

http://www.cwihp.org/
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 Many factors together explain the extraordinary success of the reception of the 

Hungarian refugees of 1956.35  The humanitarian sentiment of world public opinion, 

remembering the horrors of the Second World War, and the increasingly precise and definite 

formulation of the rights of the refugees was just as important a factor as the supportive attitude 

of the population of Western countries who sympathized with the suppressed revolution. The 

exceptionally favourable composition of the 1956 emigration with regard to the labour market 

coincided with western economic prosperity, producing economic ‘miracles’.  But all the same 

we consider the political will of the NATO to be the decisive element.  In light of the ideological 

battle with the Soviets, even after the waning of public opinion’s emotional sympathy, NATO 

forcefully supported the liquidation of the Hungarian refugee problem.  The financial means for 

resolving the refugee crisis largely originated in governments’ resources and primarily in those of 

the North Atlantic Alliance states.36  The significance of government contributions is well 

demonstrated that the support of the Hungarian refugees in Austria was decisively covered by 

the payments of individual governments to the UN and other organizations.  While the pledges 

of private organizations were significant, in comparison to the whole they were just 

supplementary.37  As authorized in international law (by the decisions of the UN General 

Assembly), the UN’s system of organizations significantly contributed to the formulation of the 

 
�/�v���X�U���í�õ�ó�ñ�•�U���í�W���ï�ï�í
5�ï�ð�ò�X���d�Z�����/�v�š���Œ�v���š�]�}�v���o���Z���(�µ�P�������K�Œ�P���v�]�Ì���š�]�}�v���~�/�Z�K�•���}�‰���Œ���š�]�v�P���•�]�v�������í�õ�ð�ò���}�Œ�P���v�]�Ì�������š�Z����
resettlement of the refugees in the western occupational zones of Germany that had not been repatriated.  The 
West European and transoceanic receiving countries were interested mainly in those people who could be 
employed immediately, but every country wanted to avoid receiving unemployable refugees: the sick, elderly, and 
disabled.  The “hard core cases” placed in this category – whose number the IRO estimated at 400,000 when it 
ended its operation in 1950—mostly continued to live in refugee camps in several European countries.  Their 
scandalously poor living conditions were the subject of sharp criticism in the West up to the beginning of the 
1960s.  See Loescher, The UNHCR and the World Politics, 40. 
35 Concerning various factors in the successful reception of the Hungarian refugees see Gusztáv D. Kecskés, “Les 
composantes d’une action humanitaire hors du commun: l’accueil en Occident des réfugiés hongrois de 1956,” 
Relations internationales, no. 4 (172) (2017), �í�î�ó
5�í�ð�î�X��DOI: 10.3917/ri.172.0127.; Kecskés, “A Cold War 
Humanitarian Action: The Western Admission of 1956 Hungarian Refugees”, Hungarian Historical Review 11, no. 4 
(2022). (forthcoming) 
36 On the role of NATO in the reception of the Hungarian refugees of 1956 see: Gusztáv D. Kecskés: “A NATO és az 
1956-os magyar menekültek [NATO and the 1956 Hungarian refugees]”, Világtörténet �ï�ô�U���v�}�X���ï���~�î�ì�í�ò�•�U���ï�ñ�ó
5�ï�ó�î�X 
37 Geneva, Archives of the United Nations Office in Geneva (hereafter UNOG Archives), G. I. 30/2 (Situation in 
Hungary, Relief measures, Refugees), Jacket n° 2 (11 January �� 11 November 1957). United Nations General 
Assembly, UNREF Executive Committee, Fourth Session, Standing Programme Sub-Committee, Fourth Session, 
Report on the Fourth Session of the Standing Programme Sub-Committee, Geneva, 23��28 January 1957, general, 
A/AC.79/53, A/AC.79/PSC/5, 28 January 1957. 
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The Role of the League of Red Cross Societies 

The League of Red Cross Societies was actively present with its member organizations in every 

phase and nearly every site of the international humanitarian campaign organized on behalf of 

the Hungarian refugees.  It contributed decisively to the provisioning of the refugees in their 
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negotiations agreed that, for the sake of efficient assistance, they divide their roles: the 

Committee was responsible for aid within Hungary, and the League for aid to the Hungarian 

refugees in Austria.  But the two organizations’ joint headquarters and warehouse in Vienna 

remained.40 

 At the beginning of November 1956 the Red Cross societies of fourteen countries had 

representation in Vienna: Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, the FRG, Great Britain, 

Liechtenstein, Italy, Holland, Norway, Portugal, Sweden, and Switzerland.  For the purpose of 

coordinating the activity of these emissaries the League named Henrik Beer, the general 

secretary of the Swedish Red Cross Society, as its chief representative.41  By the middle of 

November 1956 already donations worth about five million dollars had accumulated in the 

Vienna warehouse of the Red Cross.  Because the aid activity in Hungary had not yet begun, they 

directed part of this material to the supply of the Hungarian refugees.42 

In light of the rapid growth in the number of Hungarian refugees in Austria, on November 

27 the agreement on the division of roles was reexamined and it was decided that, in addition to 

the transportation and distribution of aid for Hungary the Committee would also manage the 

materials accumulated in Vienna for this purpose.  The League, on the other hand, would keep 

track of the donations intended for the Hungarian refugees in Austria.  They further agreed that 

the materials whose destination was not stipulated would be divided among their respective 

areas of activity by mutual agreement.43  But the League was not satisfied with the activity of the 

colleague designated by the Committee for this purpose, judging that many shipments explicitly 

designated for the League had been allocated to the Committee.  Therefore, new negotiations 

took place between the two organizations at the beginning of January 1957.  Consequently on 

 
40 For the aid work of the International Committee of the Red Cross within Hungary see Isabelle Vonèche Cardia, 
Hungarian October: Between Red Cross and Red Flag. The 1956 Action of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (Geneva, The International Committee of the Red Cross, 1999). 
41 IFRC Archives, A 0789, 3 Ex Comm – 15–17 April 1957 (Hung. ref.) – 
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slowing of transportation of refugees out of Austria because many countries had reached their 

announce capacity—all these factors contributed to the stabilization of the number of refugees.53  

The League, UNHCR, and the Austrian 
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League.57  The representatives of the Austrian organization indeed insistently requested the 

latter in the course of the negotiations, emphasizing that they don’t have enough personnel for 

the management of the camps.58  In the fall of 1959 the Austrian Red Cross made a last effort, 

with the financial and personnel support of several national Red Cross societies, for final 

arrangements concerning 
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approved its proposal that it dedicated every contribution made to the UNHCR to this goal.66  The 

Executive Committee of UNREF was empowered by the entire Western world by virtue of the 

countries it represented.  At its session of January 31, 1957 in Geneva it unanimous requested 

that the League continue its work on behalf of the Hungarian refugees in Austrian also after June 

30.67  In his letter of April 12 to the Executive Committee of the League, High Commissioner Lindt 

repeated the unanimous request of UNREF.68 

However, the League of Red Cross Societies stated decisively in its January 25, 1957 report 

to the Executive Committee of UNREF that it desired to end its aid activity in Austria, effective 

June 30, 1957: “As an organization called to urgent assistance, it cannot be a responsible 

[“operational”] organization in Austria also after June 30, 1957, in view of its many other 

responsibilities worldwide.”  It promised, however, that as long as the problem of Hungarian 

refugees in Austria exists, the League would help with food, clothing, and medical supplies, in 

case of need, as far as possible.69  The leaders of the League confirmed this attention in the April 

16, 1957 joint meeting with the Red Cross societies and the International Committee of the Red 

Cross.70  In the case of the assistance in Yugoslavia, to be discussed later, they stated already at 

the time of planning discussion for this campaign, that the activity of the League would not be 

extended after June 30.71  We read in the summary of the March 1957 discussion of the American 

Red Cross in the Washington State Department, that the 1949-1950 Middle Eastern humanitarian 

campaign remained a bad memory for the League’s leaders, because they were not able to bring 

 
66 IFRC Archives, A 1023, box 3, dossier 22-1-�î���,�}�v�P�Œ�]���U���h�E�,���Z�U���í�õ�ñ�ò
5�í�õ�ò�ì�X��Letter from A. R. Lindt, UNHCR to 
Count B. de Rougé, secrétaire-général, Ligue of Red Cross Societies, 18 January 1957. 
67 IFRC Archives, A 0789, 3 Ex Comm – 15 - 17 April 1957 (Hung. ref.) – 1957. League of Red Cross Societies [LRCS], 
76th Session of the Executive Committee, Geneva, 15 - 17 April 1957. Item 5 of the Provisional Agenda. League 
operation in behalf of Hungarian refugees, P. 7025, 6 April 1957. 
68 IFRC Archives, A 0789/3. Letter from A. R. Lindt, UNHCR to Emil Sandström, League of Red Cross Society, 
P.7065/glo, 12 April 1957. 
69 IFRC Archives, A 1023, box 3, dossier 22/1/2, Report on action by the League of Red Cross Societies in favour of 
Hungarian refugees in Austria to UNREF Executive Committee, Fourth Session, United Nations General Assembly, 
distribution general, A/AC.79/52, 25 January 1957. 
70 SACRF, 3 O 64 – Hongrie, insurrection, octobre 1956, Octobre 1956 - août 1957. Action de secours en faveur des 
Hongrois, Réunion des sociétiés nationales de la Croix-Rouge, du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et de la 
Ligue des société de la Croix-Rouge, Genève, Compte rendu des séances, 16 April 1957. 
71 IFRC Archives, A 091712, Mission en Yougoslavie, 6, Reports 1957. Action de socours en faveur des réfugiés 
hongrois en Yougoslavie, Rapport de Dr. Z. S. Hantchef, délégué spécial de la Ligue des Sociétés de la Croix-Rouge, 
Geneva, 1 March 1957. 
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their activity to an end at an appropriate time.  They wanted to avoid the repetition of this in any 

case.72  The session of the League’s Executive Committee in Geneva on April 15-17, 1957 finally 

decided, consistent with the concept of the League’s Secretariat, that in assistance to the 

Austrian society the League would continue it activity in support of the Hungarian refugees in 

Austria for three months after June 30, 1957.73  But no longer. 

In the activity of the League of Red Cross Societies in Austria we can observe not only the 

careful, professional, accountable approach that often characterized its work, but also the 

realization of the basic principles of the Red Cross movement that were then still in course of 

being founded: especially benevolence, non-partisanship, neutrality, voluntarism, and 

universality.74 

As far as the League’s Austrian mission is concerned, Henrik Beer, the general secretary 

of the Swedish Red Cross Society, arrived in Vienna already before the beginning of the Hungarian 

refugee crisis.  His role was the coordination of the warehousing and distribution of the assistance 

destined for Hungary.  As we noted above,
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in the camps.  The maintenance of all contacts took place in the office of the field supervisor.  

Orientation materials were sent in German and in English, the two official languages of 

operations.  The maintenance of contacts was facilitated by the establishment in each camp of a 

telex system.80 

The personnel of the camps sought to maintain good relations with the refugees
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USA and Italy.  The UNHCR organized an international group of journalists.90  In February and 

March 1957 cameramen visited the camp, as the result of which a 13.5 minute film was prepared 

about the campaign of the League in Austria.91  They regularly sent press releases to the 

international press agencies, held press conferences from time to time (for instance on the arrival 

of the first organized Hungarian refugee group from Austria in Switzerland and a report on the 

new agreement of the League and the Austrian government signed on November 29, 1956).92 

The aid activity on behalf of the Hungarian refugees in Austria was a significant financial 

item for the League.  In one month it spent as much money in Vienna as had been its entire 

annual budget in Geneva.  The High Commissioner for Refugees solved the financial difficulties 

of the initial period by a donation of $413 thousand.  Later, the national Red Cross societies sent 

so much money, that in March-September 1957 it was possible to get by solely on the money of 

the Red Cross, indeed – as we will see – a respectable financial surplus arose.93  The League spent 

nearly $2,650,000 in the course of its aid activity in Austria.  The greatest expenditure was 

dedicated to operational expenses.  A third of this went to fresh food.  Ten per cent of expenses 

went to new clothes and medical supplies.  Transportation expenses, including the purchase of 

80 vehicles took 15%, and storage 7%.  Administrative expenses—thanks to the fact that the key 

personnel were provided by the national Red Cross societies—only made up 10%.94  The League’s 
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report about February 1957 indicates that the supervision of expenditures was introduced in 

every camp in to make the aid for the refugees more uniform.95   

The aid activity of the League of Red Cross Societies extended to every element of care in 

the camps: housing, food, clothing service, health care, and social assistance. 

The 44 camps operated by the League consisted of 16 wooden houses, 15 stone barracks, 

there were in addition three castles, three hospitals, three resort hotels, two orphanages, one 

restaurant and one civil servants’ settlement.96  The housing conditions showed great variation 

according to the previous use of the buildings; thus, in one sleeping room there might be six or 

sixty persons.  They sought to room families separately, in smaller rooms.97  Originally the 

refugees slept on straw mattress, later in every sleeping room there were two-level bunk beds.  

Beginning in January 1957 the sleeping halls were subdivided with pressed cardboard 
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those younger than four fresh milk.102  Every Hungarian refugee received three meals a week 

prepared with fresh meat, and seasonally appropriate generous salad and vegetables.   They 

received cake and cookies twice a week.  According to a report by the League: “There is little 

doubt that the refugee ate better than the average Austrian.”  In planning the three-week 

uniform menu they sought to take into account the Hungarians’ taste.  Five days a week there 

were warm meals twice a day, on Sundays there was beef or pork.  They took into account that 

Hungarians like hot and spicy food.  In every camp kitchen there was a “taster” from among the 

Hungarians, and in many camps there was a special dining committee.  There was an effort to 

cook for the Hungarian taste: lemon was put in the tea, carraway seed was often used.  On special 

occasions characteristic Hungarian dishes were served: on Christmas Eve baked fish, on Easter 

Sunday and Monday cooked and smoked ham.  There was a special menu on March 15 for the 

anniversary of the 1848 revolution.  Fish was provided where possible on Fridays, and in 18 camps 

near Vienna fresh fish by local arrangement of the Norwegian Red Cross.103  To make kosher 

dining possible the Austrian government grouped the Orthodox Jewish refugees in Bad 

Kreuzen.104  The Austrian government provided six cigarettes to every man, with a supplement 

from the stock of the Red Cross.105 

The provision of clothing proved to be a more difficult task than dining.  During the later 

evaluative sessions the participants in the Red Cross campaigns emphasized that it was necessary 

to select from among the donated clothes: one third of them were unusable, one third required 

repairs, and only one third were new or in good condition.  There was a shortage of underwear, 

shoes, and men’s trousers.  The shipments from some national Red Cross societies alleviated the 

problem: for instance from the Canadian Red Cross new children’s clothes, from the West 

German Red Cross new women’s underwear, from the British Red Cross new shoes.  A card 

system was used for the distribution of clothes: on each refugee’s clothes hard was written what 

 
102 ICRC Archives, B AG 234 094-008, Ligue des Sociétés de la Croix-Rouge, Exposé des opérations entreprises par la 
Ligue en faveur des réfugiés hongrois en Autriche au 31 décembre 1956, P.6885/mle/31.1.57. 
103 Hungarian Refugee Relief�U���ï�ñ
5�ó�X 
104 ICRC Archives, B AG 234 094-008, Ligue des Sociétés de la Croix-Rouge, Exposé des opérations entreprises par la 
Ligue en faveur des réfugiés hongrois en Autriche, janvier 1957, 31 January 1957. 
105 ICRC Archives, B AG 234 094-008, Ligue des Sociétés de la Croix-Rouge, Exposé des opérations entreprises par la 
Ligue en faveur des réfugiés hongrois en Autriche au 31 décembre 1956, P.6885/mle/31.1.57. 
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organized several psychiatric groups that toured the camps.110  Austrian and Hungarian refugee 

doctors and nurses engaged intensively in the health services.111 

The League of Red Cross Societies from the beginning considered social work to be an 

integral part of refugee assistance, and it actively incorporated the organizations of the Junior 

Red Cross 
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American army could be sent also to Yugoslavia.127  On February 5, 1957 the general secretary of 

the Yugoslav Red Cross Society, Olga Miloš���À�]��, participated in a conference in the headquarters 

of the League in Geneva.  It was recommended that the Yugoslav Red Cross take responsibility 

for the care of a specific number of refugees, for example ten thousand.  In the second half of 

February 1957 Z.S. Hantchef, the director of the League’s Medical-Social Office, visited Yugoslavia 

as the representative of the League.  Representatives of the Yugoslav government received him 

on February 16.  He visited many refugee camps and centers, where he was able to freely 

converse with the refugees.  He concluded that the refugees were in a variety of conditions, from 

seaside hotels to camps where the conditions were primitive.  The refugees were only permitted 

to leave the territory of the camps with an accompaniment designated by the government-

appointed camp director.128 

 The Yugoslav government requested that the Yugoslav Red Cross undertake the care of 

17,000 Hungarian refugees with respect to their food, clothing, medical and health.129  In order 

to carry out this request the Yugoslav Red Cross Society turned to the League for support.  In the 

course of negotiations the three parties, that is the Yugoslav government, the Yugoslav Red Cross, 

and the representatives of the League, that that the Yugoslav Red Cross would feed every 

Hungarian refugee with the support of the League, participate in their medical and health care in 

the camps, and organize the search service beginning on March 1, 1957.130  In support of this, on 

March 14, 1957 the League’s Assistance Office (Bureau des secours) sent a circular to the national 

Red Cross societies in which it requested that they support the aid campaign in Yugoslavia with 

 
127 �E���Z���U���Z�'���ð�ò�õ���Z�����}�Œ���•���}�(���š�Z�����h�^���&�}�Œ���]�P�v�����•�•�]�•�š���v���������P���v���]���•�U���í�õ�ð�ô
5�í�õ�ò�í�U���K�(�(�]�������}�(���š�Z�������]�Œ�����š�}�Œ�X���^�µ���i�����š���&�]�o���•��
�Z���o���š�]�v�P���W�Œ�]�u���Œ�]�o�Ç���š�}���,�µ�v�P���Œ�]���v���Z���(�µ�P�����•�U���í�õ�ñ�ò
5�í�õ�ò�í�X���,�µ�v�P���Œ�]���v���Z���(�µ�P�������Z���o�]���(���W�Œ�}�P�Œ���u�����Æ�����•�•���W�Œ�}�‰���Œ�š�Ç���š�}���>�}�}�•��-
Unfiled Papers, box 2, ARC ID 3000028, Entry P 216. International Cooperation Administration, Incoming cablegram 
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remittances in kind and money.131  Colonel Louis Williman of the Swedish Red Cross Society was 

named as the emissary of the League, and on February 28, 1957 he began his activity in Belgrade.  

Along with his deputy he established contact between the Yugoslav authorities and the 

headquarters of the League.  The delegates of the League also served as technical advisors.  On 

February 21 the Coordinating Committee for Refugee Assistance (Comité de Coordination de 

l’aide aux réfugiés) met for the first time.  Representatives of the Yugoslav government, the UN 

High Commissioner for Refugees, and the Red Cross (the Yugoslav Red Cross and the League) 

were also present.132 

 Thanks to the support of the American International Cooperation Administration (ICA) 

and the national Red Cross societies the League was able to supply the Yugoslav Red Cross with 

all the basic elements of food (flour, rice, fat, lentils, cheese, and milk powder) for the Hungarian 

refugees.133  The League agreed to supply additional food, clothing, and bedding, medical 

equipment, camp furniture, means of transportation, and the operational and administrative 

expenses of the Yugoslav Red Cross.  Unlike for the campaign in Austria, teams of helpers from 

other Red Cross societies did not come.  Only the emissary of the League was present for the 

coordination of the reception and distribution of the supplies.134  In all 2900 tons of food, 300 

tons of clothing, 100 tons of medical equipment and 33 vehicles arrived.  The value of the Red 

Cross supplies was approximately $2 million
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 Thanks to the shipments of individual Red Cross societies they were able to equip entire 

camps.  For example the British Red Cross supplied beds and kitchen equipment for the Ecka 

camp to accommodate 1500 refugees.  The Junior Red Cross organizations of Australia, Ecuador, 

the FRG, Norway, Sweden, and Great Britain sent special assistance: new underwear, sport 

clothing, shirts, suits, and shoes went to the children’s home organized for unaccompanied young 

people in Bela Crkva.136  The Yugoslav Red Cross registered every refugee on forms modeled on 

those of the International Committee of the Red Cross.  These were produced in three copies: 

the refugee took one with him on his travels, one went to the headquarters of the Yugoslav Red 

Cross in Belgrade, and one went to the International Committee in Geneva.137 

 At the request of the Yugoslav Red Cross, on April 16, 1957 at the session of the Executive 

Committee of the League the period of the assistance campaign in Yugoslavia was extended by 

three monJ
0 I>-1(i)-1(o)-3(n )5(o)4wiBrAn-3(p-
.4.aHed thp.t-2(-Stq-0eg.)-2( i)-1r2(e)-1S1(e)(iz)1(ere)4(we)-3ry-3(k )5(o)-3O)-3l1(s)2 M(quilo)5(o)/C2_ << Tf
-4(s)]TJ
0 Tc( R)-220.0Crñàüñ�o6(y-3(m)-1l(o)-3(s)na)- 6.995d in Gene4a.
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and the Red Cross societies, was of fundamental importance in the humanitarian campaign.  

Similar problems arose with the shipments of clothing.  And they also found the general health 

condition of the refugees to be excellent. 

 At the same time, it was characteristic of the assistance in Yugoslavia that the workers of 

the foreign Red Cross societies were not present: medical care was provided by Yugoslav and 

Hungarian refugee doctors.  The staff of the Yugoslav Red Cross was not able to be present in 

every camp.  There were no professionals providing social services to the refugees in Yugoslavia.  

For the solution of this problem a three-member group was sent to Austria on a study trip in July-

September 1957 at the expense of the League and the British Red Cross.  Committees of refugees 

were set up in the longer-operating camps to organize hygiene, food preparation, games, and 

social activities.  The children’s home in Bela Crkva became a true showplace.  The residents 

practically managed themselves according to the directions of the camp leader and the Yugoslav 

Red Cross.141 

Care During Transport  

Both the national Red Cross societies and the League played their part in supplying the refugees 

during the course of their transport to their country of ctiving 
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refugees it would receive to 21,500.  Of these about 7000 came to the USA on large ocean vessels, 

accompanied by groups from the American Red Cross.143  The South African Red Cross outfitted 

3000 Hungarian refugees travelling to Australia by ship with summer clothing.144  The Hungarians 

travelling to Australia by air received assistance from British Red Cross personnel at the Cyprus 

and Singapore airports for the care of their sick.  The British Red Cross in Northern Borneo 

distributed newspapers and magazines to the Hungarians and mailed their letters.  The volunteer 

workers of the Australian Red Cross Society awaiteduealia( So)-2(/s)2or  Soa
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Assistance in the Countries of Final Settlement 

The national Red Cross societies also played a significant role in the reception of the Hungarian 

refugees in the countries of their final settlement.148  Here are a few examples.  At the time of 

the reception in Switzerland of the first four thousand refugees, the Swiss Red Cross provided 

their housing and money from which to live for a month until they had earned their first wages.  

Four hundred volunteers distributed eighty tons of clothing and toiletries worth $150,000.  In the 

United States roughly $1,350,000 was spent by the American Red Cross in the course of receiving 

35,750 Hungarian refugees.  About 1600 American Red Cross volunteers travelled to Camp Kilmer 

in New Jersey, where the great majority of the Hungarian refugees were received.149  In Chile the 

president of the national Red Cross society led the committee that was responsible for the 

reception and settlement of the Hungarian refugees.  In Denmark 250, in Luxembourg 100 

Hungarian refugees were housed in Red Cross centers for several months.  The Icelandic Red 

Cross transported the roughly 50 refugees received by Iceland, and they lived at Red Cross 

expense until they found work.150 

 The national Red Cross societies also took an active part in the settlement of the refugees 

in many countries.  Classes teaching the Icelandic language were organized in Iceland, and a 

special dictionary was published.  The refugees arriving in South Africa received bedclothes, and 

a line of credit for the purchase of household items.  In the Rhineland, Pfalz state in the FRG Red 

Cross nurses provided day care for unaccompanied young people and children.  The national Red 

Cross societies took part in the data collection required for the search service organized by the 
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The Campaign’s Final Result 

In order to assess the result of aid activity of the League of Red Cross Societies we should first 

consider the elements of the organization that were observed already previously, and then those 

that were new and arose in the course of participating in the resolution of the Hungarian refugee 

crisis.  Then we will consider the degree to which the campaign should be considered successful 

for the institution based in Geneva, and why.  Finally, we’ll seek to determine the significance of 

this matter for the history of the League. 

 As we noted above, planning, careful professionalism, accountability, and humanitarian 

attitude were already previously characteristic of the League’s work.  Furthermore, as an 

emergency organization it emphasized that its campaigns were limited in time and apolitical.  The 

presence of Cold War confrontation at the coordinating and decision making fora concerning the 

Hungarian refugees also cannot be considered something new.  Nor was it new that the Red Cross 

delegations arriving from either side of the Iron Curtain exercised moderation in the course of 

negotiations for the purpose of maintaining contacts, emphasizing common values and avoiding 

those conflicts that might have caused a rupture.  Thus in the April 1957 session of the Executive 

Committee in Geneva Boris Fái, the representative of the Hungarian Red Cross Society raised the 

question of the family reunification of underage Hungarian refugees.  
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went the furthest, but it refrained from naming Radio Free Europe, which had been accused of 

enticing refugees to the West.  The Turkish representative expressed the Western position first, 

presenting a draft resolution that directed the Hungarian Red Cross to the International 

Committee of the Red Cross, which was already dealing with this matter.  The Canadian and 

Swedish speakers also supported this position, and this was the decision of the Executive 

Committee in the end.152  At the session of the Board of Governors of the League in New Delhi in 

fall 1957, the general secretary of the Hungarian Red Cross, József Kárpáti, raised the matter of 

repatriation even more sharply, and accusingly called the League to account for its alleged 

failings.  But the Soviet speaker expressed himself much more moderately.  He expressed the 

opinion that “the League has done a lot, and its work merits respect.”  Making reference to “the 

ideals of the Red Cross,” all the same, he asked that the body support the new Hungarian draft 

resolution presented to this forum.153 

 But there were also new developments.  During the relief of Hungarian refugees in 

Austria, for the first time in the history of the League, on the occasion of an international aid 

campaign groups of individual national Red Cross societies served in specific camps.154  The 

advantages of their being used in this way made it possible for the national societies to provide 

ample support through the selection of their own personnel.155  It was also a novelty that in 

February 1957 a system was introduced for budgetary operations that placed this area under the 

supervision of the leadership, and also served as valuable experience for most of the camp 

personnel.156  The relief of Hungarian refugees in Austria was probably the first relief campaign 

during which telex machines were widely used, which proved to be ideal in terms of rapidity and 

record keeping.157 
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 The abundance of donations in money and kind, which has rarely occurred in 

humanitarian campaigns, must also be considered a new phenomenon.  At the beginning of April 

1957 the League had a reserve of $1.5 million for the Hungarian refugee relief in Austria.  It was 

thought that this would make it possible to continue activity up to June 30 without appealing for 

aid once more to the national Red Cross societies.158  After the September 30, 1957 conclusion 

of the League’s assistance in Austria such a large quantity of supplies remained that a special 

committee was created to handle it.  Most of the remaining food was turned over to the Austrian 

government, and a smaller emergency reserve left for the Austrian Red Cross Society.159  The 

session of the League’s Board of Governors in New Delhi in fall 1957 debated the matter of the 

monetary surplus remaining from Hungarian refugee relief.  General Secretary De Rougé 

proposed that the remaining funds be assigned to the Secretariat of the League in order to 

strengthen its activity.  But the decision on this was delayed 
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the records of the fall 1959 session of the League’s Board of Governors that in the preceding 

months 40 requests for the support of travel expenses in a repatriation or family reunification 

case were received by the League Secretariat.  Six requests were 
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the course of the seminar, outside of the plenary sessions there were meetings of four working 

groups: organization and administration, aid in kind, financial matters, health care and social 

work.168  The results of the examination were presented at the session of the League’s Board of 

Governors in fall 1957 in New Delhi, which summarized its most important lessons in resolutions.  

The proposal was accepted that the eight basic principles adopted in 1954 for the case of natural 

catastrophes also be extended to situations similar to that of the Hungarian refugee aid.  It was 

furthermore stated “under certain circumstances, and with agreement of the affected national 

society, the League’s Secretariat operates as both an operating agency and a coordinating 

agency.”  And “in order that it appropriately fill this role, the League’s Secretariat should prepare 

in advance for the catastrophic situation, and create a working group in the League’s 

headquarters that would devise a plan for a broad international aid campaign, that would 

incorporate a list of the most important staff and supplies that must be identified, as well as the 

preparation of a handbook with immediately employable, operational forms.”169  This handbook 

was in fact prepared in 1958-1959.170  This development fits well into the trend described by 

Michael Barnett, according to which in the “new humanitarian system” (neo-humanitarianism) 

evolving after the second world war the humanitarian organizations come into increasingly 

dependent relationship with their states, become increasingly bureaucratic and permanent 

institutions, in which growing emphasis is placed on long term planning.171 

 The League of Red Cross Society’s activity on behalf of the Hungarian refugeesr enjoyed 

broad international recognition.  It was the uniform opinion of the most important participants 

in this campaign—the Austrian, Yugoslav, and American governments, and the UN’s High 

Commissioner for Refugees—that the League and the Red Cross societies 
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The assistant serving alongside him in 1956, C.F. Page, had already worked as his assistant during 

the Palestinian mission.  The chief nurse, Miss Barry of the French Red Cross, has also served in 

Palestine.177  The outstanding previous training of the personnel delegated to Austria by the 

League and the national Red Cross societies paired with huge zeal and enthusiasm.  According to 

reports, several of them were scarcely able to leave their offices when their worktime ended.178 

 An excellent working 
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 The League’s role in the solution of the Hungarian refugee crisis went down in the history 

of the League as 

http://www.cwihp.org/


Humanitarian Campaign on a Global Scale 
CWIHP Working Paper #99 

48 
www.cwihp.org 

The Intervention of the International Committee of the Red Cross 

What were considered to be the traditional roles of the International Committee of the Red 

Cross, which it also intensively practiced in the case of the Hungarian refugees?  By 1956 the 

organization already had several decades’ experience in the establishment of card files and 

services for 

http://www.cwihp.org/


Gusztáv D. Kecskés 
CWIHP Working Paper #99, 

http://www.cwihp.org/


Humanitarian Campaign on a Global Scale 
CWIHP Working Paper #99 

50 
www.cwihp.org 

Aid for Returning POWs and Refugees 

Following the First World War, in 1919 the International Committee of the Red Cross on several 

occasions requested that the Supreme Council of the Allies [Conseil supreme interallié] repatriate 

the prisoners of war of the Central Powers.  The organization assisted in the repatriation of 

425,550 persons in all.202  The International Conference of the Red Cross of 1921 passed a 

resolution calling upon governments to make an agreement concerning not only prisoners of war, 

deportees, and expellees but also refugees.203  After the Second World War the International 

Committee sought to cooperate with the Polish, Hungarian, Yugoslav, and Romanian Red Cross 

societies in the repatriation of Greek soldiers, civilians, underage children—with very little 

success.204  The Committee also made several attempts to identify and repatriate prisoners of 

war who were in the Soviet Union, requesting the help of the Federation of the Red Cross and 

Red Crescent Societies of the Soviet Union.  This also proved to be in vain.205 

Refugees and Family Reunification 

From November 1948 on, the UN General Assembly demanded the repatriation of Greek children 

to Greece who had settled far from their homeland.  In support of this not just the affected Red 

Cross societies and the League, but the International Committee would also play a decisive role.  

The Central European countries, who had mostly come under Soviet influence, for political 

reasons showed little readiness to cooperate in repatriation to Greece, which had come under 

Western influence.  Of then they questioned the credibility of parental petitions submitted in 

Greece.  The repatriation of children did begin from Yugoslavia in 1950 and the other communist 

countries in 1953, as the result of which by 1957 more than 9280 Greek citizen who rejoin their 

 
202 Ibid., 48. 
203 Ibid., 58. 
204 ICRC Archives, Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, procès-verbal de la séance plénière du 1er mai 1958 à 14 
heures 30, MBB/GH, no. 7/1958 (May 1, 1958.), annexe: Bilan sommaire des principales activités du CICR en 
���µ�Œ�}�‰�����}�Œ�]���v�š���o�������š�����v���h�Z�^�^�U���í�õ�ð�ñ
5�í�õ�ñ8, JPM, 29 April 1958. �ï�ò�ñ
5�ò�X 
205 In 1950, the ICRC received only three responses to requests for information from the Soviet organization, 
followed by a few more from 1955. ICRC Archives: Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, procès-verbal de la 
séance plénière du 1er mai 1958 à 14 heures 30, MBB/GH, no. 7/1958, 1 May 1958, annexe: Bilan sommaire des 
�‰�Œ�]�v���]�‰���o���•�������š�]�À�]�š� �•�����µ�����/���Z�����v�����µ�Œ�}�‰�����}�Œ�]���v�š���o�������š�����v���h�Z�^�^�U���í�õ�ð�ñ
5�í�õ�ñ�ô�U���:PM, 29 April 1958. 361. 
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also in the 1950s. Although after the Second World War, the United States resented the 

International Committee's too close relationship with the Swiss state, which it also blamed for 

economic cooperation with Nazi Germany, tensions eased with the emergence of the Cold 

War.214  In June 1948 President Harry S. Truman received the chairman of the ICRC, Paul 

Rueggert, during the latter’s visit to Washington.215  After the outbreak of the Korean War of 

1950-1953, the USA requested that the International Committee help the prisoners of war who 

were in Chinese captivity.  As previous commander of the allied expeditionary force, President 

Dwight D. Eisenhower, elected in 1952, was grateful to the International Committee for its 

defense of allied and especially American prisoners of war.  In the 1955 it was the view of the 

ICRC leaders that their relationship with the Americans had recovered.216 

 The International Committee also made strenuous efforts to improve its relations with 

the Soviet Union and its allies.  At the time of the Second World War the Committee was unable 

to send a delegate to the Soviet Union, nor could it carry out its traditional activities.  Moscow 

felt a deep distrust toward the Committee in Geneva.217  On the basis of its members’ Swiss 

citizenship and middle class origins it 
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 The question of China’s relationship at the International Conferences of the Red Cross 

was a recurring problem.  After the end of the civil war in 1949 the Chinese People’s Republic 

was formed on the mainland, and on the island of Taiwan the Chinese Republic.  Since both 

countries considered themselves China’s representative
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 Between 1945 and 1955 the International Committee of the Red Cross, beyond the 

assistance to victims of the Second World War, played a role in the lessening the impact of many 

international conflicts, thus the Indonesian (1945) and Indochinese (1947) wars of independence, 

the first Kashmir war (end of 1947, beginning of 1948), the first Arab-Israeli war (from the 

beginning of 1948), and the Korean war (beginning in 1950).  According to the fundamental book 

of Catherine Rey-Schyrr, the ICRC was able to play a neutral, mediating role in those conflicts 

where the influence of the Cold War was negligible or small, that is in Indonesia, Palestine, and 

Kashmir.  In Indochina and especially Korea, because of the communist side’s opposition it was 

only able to intervene on the western side.  The Committee had the means to take steps lin the 

Greek (1946), Paraguay (1947), Chinese (end of 1948), Burmese (1949), Guatemala (1954) and 

Costa Rica (1955) civil wars.226  After the suppression of the Hungarian revolution of 1956 it was 

able to employ its own measures as a contribution to the solution of the Hungarian refugee crisis. 

The Launch of Aid Activities 

Already in the days after the Soviet invasion the General Assembly of the UN called for 

“humanitarian aid to the Hungarian people,” which meant both the population of Hungary and 

aid to the Hungarian refugees.  As we shoed in the previous chapter, the International Committee 

of the Red Cross and the League of Red Cross Societies’ agreement of November 27 stipulated 

that the former would be responsible for aid within Hungary, and the latter for aid to the 

Hungarian refugees in Austria.  Once again with the intention of distinguishing areas of 

responsibility, the Committee’s delegate in Austria Roger Gallopin, the managing director of the 

ICRC, informed the representatives of the League in November 1956 that, while the ICRC would 

not be responsible for aid to the refugees, it still considered itself responsible for the collection 

of personal data on the refugees and the transmission of family messages.227 

 
226 Rey-Schyrr, De Yalta à Dien Bien Phu, 714.  See also François Bugnion, “De la fin de la Seconde Guerre mondiale 
à l'aube du troisième millénaire: L'action du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge sous l’empire de la guerre 
froide et de ses suites: 1945–1995,” International Review of the Red Cross 77, no. 812 (April 1995), 232-50. On the 
difficulties of humanitarian intervention in the Korean war, see Forsythe: The Humanitarians, 58-9. 
227 ICRC Archives, Conseil de la Présidence du CICR, procès-verbal de la séance du 22 novembre 1956 (matin), 
JW/RB, no. 227, 22 November 1956. 390. 
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coordinating committee convened by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, whose mission 

was to coordinate the aid for Hungarian refugees in Austria.  This body was an information forum 

without power to make decisions.231  The representatives of the ICRC regularly participated in 

the forum and made its own notes of its findings.  It was considered a privileged partner of the 

UNHCR and exchanged many confidential notes with it.  On November 8, 1956 an official of the 

High Commissioner inquired by telephone of the Committee about the intentions of the Red 

Cross in the matter of the Hungarian refugees.232  On November 12 the High Commissioner’s 

official expressed his thoughts concerning the reception of the Hungarian refugees in Austria and 

Yugoslavia in another telephone call.233  In March 1957 the Office of the High Commissioner of 

Refugees communicated confidential concerns about the troubling fate of refugees who had 

returned to Hungary.234  It is evidence of the close working relationship of the two institutions, 

that in May 1957 an official of the UNHCR handed over to the representative of the ICRC a draft 

of notes that the High Commissioner intended to 
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of Hungarian refugees, in which by completion of the P.10.055 form were recorded the individual 

refugees.241  It was planned that the refugees themselves would complete the forms with the 

cooperation of aid workers or institutions.242 

 The active support of many partners was needed for the realization of the project.  There 

were consultations with the High Commissioner for Refugees and the Intergovernmental 

Committee for European Migration.  Both organizations expressed great satisfaction about the 

initiative and offered their assistance.  The negotiator of the UNHCR charged with Austrian 

matters mentioned that the High Commissioner’s office itself was maintaining a register of 

refugees, and collecting the data in Salzburg.243  The colleague from the ICEM reported that, 

while in the beginning they were recording the refugees’ data, later with the growth in the 

masses waiting for transportation they were forced to limit their data collection to lists of 

names.244  The director of the ICEM’s Vienna office, Gregory Esgate, offered on November 28, 

1956 that his organization turn over the 30,000 registration forms it had completed (not using 

the ICRC standard) up to that time.  He furthermore promised that henceforth he would have 

every refugee to be transported by the ICEM fill out the registration card of the International 

Committee.245  The ICRC requested the cooperation of the Austrian government as well.246 

 The Austrian Interior Ministry was an unavoidably important participant in data 

recording, since according to international agreements the Austrian government was obligated 

to register refugees arriving on its territory.  According to its information it recorded data on 99% 

 
241 
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of the refugees.  In his negotiations with the ICRC representatives Interior Minister Oskar Helmer 

did not agree to the Swiss-based organization carry out registration in the reception centers of 

camps, citing security concerns.  The Austrian Interior Ministry after long negotiations agreed all 

the same that the International Committee would be permitted to transfer the min comsnanaf 
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societies attained commitments from their countries: only the UK organization has not obtained 

the consent of its national authorities.254  In the course of his negotiations in Great Britain, the 

representative of the International Committee achieved an agreement  
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from the Austro-Hungarian border.  The International Committee did not receive information 
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ICRC, responded cautiously that he would be willing if the refugees in question freely expressed 

their desire to return home.274  In response to the Hungarian side’s repeated request in January 

1957, the delegate of the Committee recommended 
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the International Committee and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees negotiated and 

formulated their principles for the repatriation of minors.  They stipulated that the ICRC desired 

to participate in the repatriation of those minors who spontaneously expressed their desire to 

go home and for whom the International Committee was convinced that their parents were alive, 

live in Hungary, and freely expressed their desire for their children to return home.  They 

established as a precondition that the parents submit to the ICRC’s Budapest or Vienna 
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requested that the “International Red Cross” determine the whereabouts and desires of 

children’s parents.284  
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of a parent who has gone abroad while abandoning its child.  According to paragraph 92 of 

Hungarian family law the parental control of the parent ends if the parent’s whereabouts are 

unknown or if the parent is in fact impeded in exercising it.  The court can also put an end to it 

for a parent who is neglecting to provide parental supervision.  If the child abandons the parents, 

parental supervision does not thereby end.  Therefore the claim of a parent who has remained 

in Hungary to the child is lawful, whereas that of a parent who has left the country has no lawful 

basis—but this does not exclude the possibility that the Hungarian authorities might facilitate the 

emigration of a child who has remained here”—stated the summary of the discussion among 

ministerial representatives.
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“escaped young people” were prepared, of whom 220 came home.  2068 petitions for emigration 

came to the Hungarian Red Cross, including petitions of the Red Cross societies of receiving 

countries and personal petitions.  The role of the Hungarian Red Cross in the decision making of 

the Kádár regime is well charatcterized by the fact that “after careful study” the Hungarian 

organization requested the cooperation of the Interior Ministry’s Passport Department in only 

49 cases, of which emigration was permitted in 15 cases…304 

Evaluating Success: Changing the International Environment and Lasting 
Principles 

Both the Cold War confrontation of the Western and Soviet blocs, then the international thaw 

beginning in 1953 on the one hand both and the declared principles of the Red Cross movement 

had an impact on the activity of the International Committee of the Red Cross concerning the 

Hungarian refugees of 1956.  We must evaluate its success in the light of both these factors. 

 According to the evidence of the minutes of the leading bodies of the ICRC, they clearly 

understood the influence of the Cold War on their relations with the Hungarian Red Cross.  

President Boissier’s remark at the plenary session of the Committee on October 3, 1957 about 
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management and transformed the humanitarian organization into a “mass organization” that 

must follow the instructions of the Party.307  General Secretary József Kárpáti stated in his speech 

to the session of the National Board on June 25, 1957: “The efforts of the Communists working 

in the Red Cross during the past months have sought, among other things, to unmask sabotage 
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intelligence services want to penetrate our country.  Thereby they would have the opportunity 

to directly control their people, or to recruit the desired people for their intelligence work.”312 

 At the same time, we know from American foreign policy documents that the 

International Committee of the Red Cross, despite its repeatedly declared neutrality and 

impartiality, maintained excellent, regular and confidential relations with the American foreign 

service - which has great international influence and enormous economic resources - mainly 

through the US Embassy in Vienna, the US Legation in Budapest and the US Permanent Mission 

in Geneva. The emissaries of the ICRC from time to time also visited the State Department in 

Washington.313  On December 28, 1956 the American embassy in Vienna sent Washington an 11 

page report that it received from the leading Vienna delegate of the ICRC “as a private person” 

with the knowledge of his headquarters in Geneva “so that it serve as background information 

for the representatives of the United States.”  The document was originally composed for the 

orientation of the International Committee.314  On January 5, 1957 interim director Roger 

Gallopin, also as “private person” presented the American ambassador in Vienna the ICRC’s note 

to the UN on the needs for emergency assistance to Hungary.315  On January 5, 1957 Georg 

Rutishauser, the chief delegate of the Committee in Vienna, informed the American embassy 

confidentially that Philippe de Seynes, the UN Under-
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Affairs, Under-Secretary for Relief to the Hungarian People entrusted with the matter of aid to 

Hungary, was negotiating with representatives of the Hungarian government in Budapest.316  

Then two days later the American diplomats in Vienna were informed that the FAO was 

considering its seed loan to Hungary for 1957.317  The representatives of the ICRC also reported 

to the American diplomats on their negotiations, indeed later “on an informal and completely 

confidential basis” sent the minutes of the talks with the representatives of the Hungarian 

government.318  Ernst Fischer, the representative of the ICRC’s mission to Hungary, discussed the 

matter of the assistance to Hungary in detail with the American Legation in Budapest, and also 

reported on the situation of the Hungarian Red Cross.319  The American Department of State 

regularly requested the opinion of the International Committee about assistance to Hungary and 

gave this opinion great attention.320 
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 But it is important to emphasize that the International Committee of the Red Cross, the 

Hungarian government, and the latter’s subordinated Hungarian Red Cross also sought to 

maintain regular dialogue and the maintenance of bilateral connections.  In the course of sessions 

of the leading bodies of the ICRC, in order to preserve a working relationship with the Hungarian 

organizations the sharpening of conflicts was consciously avoided.  For instance, in the December 

17, 1956 session of the International Committee, President Boissier suggested that one of its 

members be sent to Austria for the occasion of the approaching visit of American Vice President 

Richard Nixon related to the Hungarian refugees.  Paul Ruegger, the Committee’s former 

president, suggested caution: “…it is recommended that caution be observed because of the 

recent criticism by Pravda.”  The other speakers shared this viewpoint.321  Caution was also the 

chief perspective, when at the February 21, 1957 session of the Presidential Council in connection 

with the mass trials going on in Hungary at that time that the Geneva organization could not 

provide legal assistance to those affected, and its activity must be limited to the distribution of 

packages and the submission of search requests.  For the same reason the organization did not 

wish to participate in the discussion about the assistance of Hungarian defendants at The 

International Commission of Jurists (Commission international de Juristes).322  In the negotiations 

on the matter of family reunification it was constantly mentioned that one must proceed with 

the utmost caution.323  It is very characteristic what said Boissier in this connection about the 

attitude the ICRC should have: “It is often less important to the Committee that the public or 

even the Red Cross societies prove it right than that it can continue to save lives and maintain 

good relations with the eastern countries which it has managed to restore.”324  At the July 4, 1957 

session of the International Committee, Boissier recommended great patience to the participants 

in 
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 The International Committee of the Red Cross played a significant role in the solution of 

the two chief humanitarian needs of the 1956 Hungarian crisis: assistance to the population of 

Hungary and to the Hungarian refugees.  Its activity earned unanimous international recognition, 

which was of decisive importance for securing needed resources for the continued operation of 

the humanitarian organization.  The most important actors in Hungarian refugee affairs, the 

international organizations (the UNHCR, ICEM, and League of Red Cross Societies) and 

governmental participants (the Austrian, Yugoslav, Hungarian, and American government) all 

required the collaboration of the ICRC.335  It is characteristic of the great confidence of the 

“international community” in the International Committee, that governments and international 

organizations dared entrust to it their personal data on the refugees for the creation of its Geneva 

card file.  In the course of his travels in Austria and Hungary in February 1957, President Léopold 
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effectiveness of the Central Agency of Prisoners of War.  The discretion that had characterized 

the activity of the organization since its beginning did this, too: the ICRC always handled 

confidentially the personal data in its possession in order to protect the victims and their family 

members.339  As we observed above, the International Committee developed a close and fruitful 

collaboration with responsible governments and organizations.  It served the building of trust 

that the ICRC, as an institution with great authority, discretely informed various organizations 

and governments, and especially the Swiss cabinet about matters belonging to their area of 

activity.340 

 It was also helpful for the success of the International Committee of the Red Cross that 

cooperation was the dominant trait of its collection with the Lea
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Morocco and Tunisia.  Later, we can observe the same joint role delineation among people who 

had become stateless in Cambodia and South Vietnam in 1975, in 1979 during the assistance of 

Vietnamese refugee group called “boat people,” 1994-1995 after the Ruanda crisis, and 1995 

during the support of the refugees of the Chechen War.343 

 It was also an aid to success that the International Committee recognized the possibilities 

for broadening its activities in the Soviet bloc that were provided by the easing of international 

relations.  At its May 1, 1958 session the ICRC debated an account of its activity with respect to 

the Soviet bloc since 1945.  Boissier remarked: “it appears that, as far as the ICRC is concerned, 

the iron curtain has been lowered.”  He named three examples: assistance in Hungary after the 

suppression of the revolution of 1956; three missions sent to East Germany, in which they were 

able to visit prisons housing political prisoners; and the International Conference of the Red Cross 

http://www.cwihp.org/


Humanitarian Campaign on a Global Scale 
CWIHP Working Paper #99 

82 

http://www.cwihp.org/


Gusztáv D. Kecskés 
CWIHP Working Paper #99, October 2024 

http://www.cwihp.org/


Humanitarian Campaign on a Global Scale 
CWIHP Working Paper #99

 

http://www.cwihp.org/


http://www.cwihp.org/


Humanitarian Campaign on a Global Scale 
CWIHP Working Paper #99 

86 
www.cwihp.org 

3. It may assign mandates to the International Committee and to the League and make proposals 
concerning the humanitarian Conventions and other international Conventions relating to the 
Red Cross. 

4. It alone shall be competent to revise and interpret the present Statutes and Rules of Procedure 
and to take the final decision on the differences of opinion referred to in Article X. 

5. It may not deal with political matters nor serve as a forum for political debate. 

6. It may not modify either the Statutes of the International Committee or those of the League. 
Similarly, the International Committee and the League shall take no decision contrary to the 
Statutes of the International Red Cross or to the resolutions of the Conference, nor any decision 
contrary to the agreements concluded between them and confirmed by the Conference. 

7. The Conference shall elect its Chairman. 

Article III 

1. The International Conference shall normally meet every four years. It shall be convened by the 
Central Committee of a National Society, or by the International Committee, or by the League, 
under a mandate conferred for the purpose by the previous Conference or by the Standing 
Commission provided for in Article IX. As a general rule, favourable consideration shall be given 
as far as possible to any offer made during a Conference by a National Society, the International 
Committee or the League to act as host to the Conference for its next session. 

2. As an exceptional measure the date of the Conference may be advanced at the request of the 
Standing Commission or of the International Committee or of the League or of at least one third 
of the duly recognized National Societies. 

Article IV 

1. During each International Conference there shall be meetings of the Council of Delegates and 
Board of Governors of the League. 

2. The Council of Delegates shall be composed of delegates of duly recognized National Societies, 
delegates of the International Committee and delegates of the League. The Council shall elect its 
Chairman. 

3. The functions of the Council of Delegates shall be: 

�~���•���š�}���u�����š�U���‰�Œ�]�}�Œ���š�}���š�Z�����}�‰���v�]�v�P���}�(���š�Z�������}�v�(���Œ���v�����U���]�v���}�Œ�����Œ���š�}���‰�Œ�}�‰�}�•�����š�Z�����v���u���•���}�(���‰���Œ�•�}�v�•���š�}��
fill the posts of Chairman, Vice-Chairmen, Secretary General and Assistant Secretaries General; 
these proposals shall be submitted to the Conference, 

(b) to determine the order in which questions and proposals submitted to the Conference are to 
be brought up for discussion, 

(c) to give an opinion upon, and, where necessary, take decisions in respect of such questions 
and proposals as may be referred to it by the Conference or by the Standing Commission. 
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thousands of children to 
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somebody is still being sought who will take responsibility for him.  After a year and a half “it 
occurred to them” that the mother can make a declaration that she doesn’t require somebody 
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authorities know the situation of children well, their family circumstances, the departed parents’ 
material circumstances.  They are the appropriate people to appoint the children’s guardians and 
decide about the children’s fate. 

 Cases also arise where the guardian authorities, even the relatives in Hungary find the 
parents unsuited for raising the children whom they had abandoned.  Many of them didn’t bother 
caring for their children after an early age and left them to the grandparents or other relatives.  
It happens before and now that they may provide no material for the child’s upbringing.  Others 
entrusted their children to the care of the state although it was within their means to care for 
them themselves.  Among others, this was the case of N.E., a defector in England.  His two sons 
were cared for by the state and now live under the best conditions with a family that is devoted 
to the children and provides the best conditions for their upbringing.  Naturally neither the foster 
parents nor the guardianship authorities consent to the departure of the children to follow their 
irresponsible mother.  The situation is similar, among other cases, with K.K., 9, and M.S., 5-year-
old children, whose grandparents did not permit them to join their parents because they do not 
consider the children’s future to be assured with their parents. 

 On the other hand, there are also parents who were similarly careless when they left their 
children here, but various problems were behind their actions: illness, lack of housing, or family 
conflict.  They thought they could solves these problems by leaving.  These people in many case 
have since regretted their thoughtless actions, yet started a new life abroad that they do not 
want to overturn.  Their only desire is to have their thoughtlessly abandoned child with them and 
to provide it with a good upbringing and living conditions.  Naturally these children may be judged 
differently. 

 Starting from these considerations, the Hungarian Red Cross examines these cases as 
carefully as possible and sees as fundamental not only the child’s early home conditions, but 
together with the guardianship authorities also the family life of the parents. 

 In this manner the Hungarian Red Cross has assisted in the reunification of many families.  
Thus, the 5-year-old little B.Gy. was able to travel to the parents in Sweden, 7-year-old Sz.J. to 
Norway, 14-year-old P.E. to Switzerland
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{�í�õ�ò�ì [filed documents 1959-1960] 

 

A) 

���X���&�X�v� ���o���À���o���������c�E���u�Ì���š�l�‚�Ì�]���s�‚�Œ�‚�•�l���Œ���•�Ì�š���s���Ì���š�…�•� �P� �Z���Ì�_ [Mrs. B. F.'s letter to the " Leadership 
of the International Red Cross"], 850/110/41/59, akta szám [file number]: IV.2358 (Budapest, 
February 3, 1959) 
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Please help me by giving consideration to my letter and supporting my request. 

Budapest, February 3, 1959 

Respectfully, 

Mrs. B.F. 

 

B) 

Study of Living Conditions in the case of R.A., 72/959 
Foreign Department of the Hungarian Red Cross 
[…] 
Subject: Living Conditions of R.A. 

With reference to your letter 850/110/41/1959/BM, in which you request a study of the living 
environment for the 5-year-old girl R.A., we report the following: 

The child lives with its grandmother, Mrs. B.F. […].  It is a two room, full equipped, well furnished, 
pleasant apartment. 

B.F. is an employee of the Interior Ministry with a salary of 1800 forints.  He lives with his wife, 
son, and 5-year-old granddaughter R.A. in the apartment. 

B.F.’s daughter, Mrs. R.R., neé B.E., after divorcing her husband, departed abroad in 1956 and 
within a short time married.  She left her daughter in the care of her mother. 

Her husband is a foreign citizen and therefore cannot come, nor does she desire to do so.  She is 
willing to support the expense of care, upbringing, and emigration of R.A. and has already 
certified this in an official document. 

The child’s father, R.R. (cartographic draftsman) […] is providing for his daughter. 

It is the observation of Mrs. V.M., who undertook the above study of living conditions as district 
inspector housing and health, that R.R. does not approve of his daughter being sent abroad.  It is 
her recommendation that we should listen to the father in this matter. 

With comradely greetings, 

Mrs. F.S, district secretary 
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