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Introduction

The Prelude to War and the European Powder Keg

Europe was a continent teeming with tensions and fraught with instability in the years leading
up to World War I. The great powers of the time were entangled in a complex, ever-fluctuating
network of alliances and rivalries. The Balkans, often referred to as the powder keg of Europe,
was a region of particular volatility, as burgeoning nationalist movements challenged the
fragile equilibrium maintained by the empires. Austria-Hungary, a multi-ethnic empire
struggling to hold its diverse population together, faced mounting internal pressure from
nationalist groups demanding greater autonomy or outright independence.

The Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand - The Outbreak of World War |

Referred to as the seminal catastrophe of the twentieth century, World War I was a watershed
event in human history. Lasting from 1914 to 1918, this conflict was unique not only for its
global reach and the scale of destruction but also for the profound political, social, and
cultural changes it precipitated. Central to the onset and progression of this war was Austria-
Hungary—a major power caught in a web of national aspirations, imperial ambitions, and
political crises.

In the summer of 1914, escalating political tensions, the assassination of the heir to the
throne of the Austro-Hungarian Empire together with complex alliance systems in Europe
led to the outbreak of World War I. While the immediate catalyst for World War | was the
assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, this event set off a
chain reaction among the European powers. Austria-Hungary, with the backing of Germany,
saw this as an opportunity to assert its influence in the Balkans and to quell the rising tide
of Serbian nationalism. The ultimatum sent to Serbia in response to the assassination was
intentionally harsh, setting the stage for conflict.

Austria-Hungary’s declaration of war on Serbia set the intricate alliance systems in motion.
Russia, bound by Slavic ties and alliances, mobilized in defense of Serbia, prompting Germany
to declare war on Russia. Russia’s ally, France, was then drawn into the conflict against Germany
and Austria-Hungary. What began as a localized dispute in the Balkans quickly spiraled into a
conflict that would engulf much of Europe and, later, the majority of the world.

Marked by unprecedented scales of destruction and human tragedies, World War | claimed
the lives of more than nine million soldiers and wounded around twenty million soldiers
by its conclusion in 1918. It also left a staggering seven million civilians dead. As a central
power, Austria-Hungary quickly found itself embroiled in a conflict that inflicted enormous
hardships both on the frontlines and back at home. By the war’s end, a total of twenty-five
states comprising approximately seventy-five percent of the world’s population at the time
had been drawn into the conflict.
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The Austrian Red Cross played a crucial role during this time of upheaval and devastation,
supporting the armed forces of the empire on the one hand and the civilian population on
the other. Originally conceived as an aid organization to serve the wounded and sick during
wartime, the Austrian Red Cross rapidly adapted to the harsh and often grim realities of the
war, broadening its scope to address a wider range of needs.

Austria-Hungary’s Military Campaigns

Austria-Hungary’s military campaigns during World War | were plagued by early setbacks and
challenges. The empire’s armed forces wereiill-prepared for a prolonged conflict, facing major
hurdles on multiple fronts. In the east, they battled the Russian army, while in the south, they
faced the armies of Serbia and, later upon her entrance into the war in 1915, Italy. The multi-
ethnic composition of the Austro-Hungarian army created logistical challenges and, more
often than not, undermined military morale, as soldiers from various national groups were
often reluctant to fight for an empire they felt did not represent their interests.

The Home Front and Societal Impact

The warhad a profound impact on the home front in Austria-Hungary. The prolonged conflict
drained resources, led to food shortages, and caused widespread economic hardship. The
war also intensified burgeoning nationalistic sentiments within the empire, both exacerbating
ethnic tensions and fomenting political instability. The societal strain was evident in the
growing discontent among the civilian population that would eventually spell the downfall
of the empire itself.

Austria-Hungary’s involvement in World War | had far-reaching consequences. The war
accelerated the disintegration of the empire, leading to its eventual collapse and the
reshaping of the political map of Europe. The end of the war saw new nation-states emerge
from the ashes of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The legacy of Austria-Hungary’s role in the
war is a complex tapestry of imperial ambitions, nationalist movements, and the immense
human cost of a conflict that reshaped the world.

The Austrian Red Cross: An Institution in Transition

The Austrian Red Cross, founded on 14 March 1880 as a volunteer medical service, underwent
a profound transformation with the outbreak of World War I. The brutal and pervasive nature
of the war compelled the organization to adapt to unprecedented challenges. It expanded
both the scope of its services and the number of volunteers within its ranks. Men and women
from all walks of life came together to meet the needs of the times, providing medical care
on the frontlines and supporting families affected by the war’s consequences. By 1917, the
Austrian Red Cross consisted of twenty-two Regional Branches and 661 Local Branches, with
membership increasing from fewer than 75,000 before the war to 253,900 by the end of 1917.
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Humanitarian Aid in a Time of Crisis

The primary mission of the Austrian Red Cross during World War | was to provide medical
care and support to the empire’s wounded and sick soldiers. To do this, the organization
established and operated field hospitals and field depots, deployed voluntary medical
detachments, organized medical transports, and provided medical care, often under difficult
conditions, including on three Red Cross hospital ships. Given the massive scale of injuries
and disease, this task was one of enormous scope and complexity.

In addition to medical assistance, the Austrian Red Cross provided food, water, clothing, and
hygiene services to soldiers and civilians. It also focused on training nurses who were then
deployed both in the field and in the empire’s central regions.

The activities of the Austrian Red Cross during World War | reflected the social and
political changes of the time. The involvement of women in war efforts, the increasing
professionalization of medical care, and the growing importance of international cooperation
and international humanitarian law were hallmarks of this period.

The Genesis of the Austrian Red Cross

Henry Dunant’s Vision and the Red Cross Movement

In the second half of the nineteenth century, amidst the backdrop of burgeoning national
conflicts and the looming specter of war in Europe, the Austrian Red Cross emerged as a
beacon of hope and humanity. The organization’s creation cannot be disentangled from
the broader narrative of the Red Cross movement initiated by Henry Dunant. A Swiss
businessman, Dunant was appalled by the suffering he witnessed in the aftermath of the
Battle of Solferino in 1859, where Austro-Hungarian troops had fought against French and
Sardinian forces. His vision, articulated in his book A Memory of Solferino, called for the
creation of volunteer national relief societies to impartially assist those wounded in armed
conflict. This vision culminated in the 1864 adoption of the first Geneva Convention and
finally in the establishment of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.

The Austrian Red Cross was established against this backdrop of developing international
humanitarian law and the growing recognition of the need for organized, neutral, and
impartial aid during times of conflict. Founded in 1880, the organization was born out of the
principles laid down by the Geneva Conventions and the growing international Red Cross
movement that sought to provide neutral and impartial aid to those affected by armed
conflict. Austria-Hungary, being a vast and diverse empire in the center of Europe, saw the
Austrian Red Cross as a means not only to adhere to these new international norms but also
to unite its heterogeneous populations under the banner of humanitarianism.
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The Austrian Red Cross’ Mandate and Structure

Initially, the Austrian Red Cross” mandate was tightly bound to the needs of war—focusing
on the provision of aid to soldiers and civilians affected by armed conflict.! This mandate
encompassed both medical assistance on the battlefield and support for civilians affected by
war. Over time, this mandate expanded to include training volunteers in first aid, preparing
for peacetime emergencies, and establishing rescue and ambulance services both for war
and peacetime.

The Austrian Red Cross’ structure was influenced by the military, reflecting the organization’s
close ties to Austria-Hungary’s armed forces. Its leadership often included military officers
and its operations were closely coordinated with military strategies. However, the Austrian
Red Cross also developed a civilian volunteer base, drawing on the broader Austrian society’s
goodwill and sense of duty.

Challenges of the Pre-War Era

The years leading up to World War | were a time of major transformation for the Austrian Red
Cross. The organization faced numerous challenges, from navigating the complex political
landscape of the Austro-Hungarian Empire to addressing the diverse needs of her population.
Additionally, the Austrian Red Cross had to contend with the logistical and ethical challenges
of providing neutral aid in an era increasingly dominated by nationalist sentiments.

The Austrian Red Cross’ nascent years were, however, marked by increasing international
cooperation within the Red Cross movement. The Austrian Red Cross participated in various
international conferences and initiatives, all of which helped to shape its policies and
practices. This international dimension was crucial in establishing the Austrian Red Cross as
a respected part of the global humanitarian community.

Preparation for War

As tensions in Europe escalated in the early twentieth century, the Austrian Red Cross
accelerated its preparations for war in adherence to relevant government guidelines. These
preparations included expanding its network of volunteers, stockpiling medical supplies, and
establishing contingency plans for many different wartime scenarios. The Austrian Red Cross’
efforts during this period were driven by a growing awareness that a major conflict could
erupt at any moment, underscoring the paramount need to be prepared for the worst.

At the onset of World War |, the Austrian Red Cross had established itself as an integral
component of Austria-Hungary’s response to the emerging humanitarian challenges of

1 This becomes obvious when reading the first paragraph of the “Report on the Wartime Activities of the Austrian
Red Cross Society during 1914 and 1915,” which starts off by very clearly stating that “All activities, all life,
and striving of the Austrian Red Cross are dedicated to our glorious army.” (Bericht Uber die Kriegstatigkeit
der Osterreichischen Gesellschaft vom Roten Kreuze 1914-1915, herausgegeben vom Pressereferat der
Osterreichischen Gesellschaft vom Roten Kreuze, Wien, im Verlage der Gesellschaft.)
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modern warfare and humanitarian crises. Its foundation and evolution reflect a period of
significant change in international relations, warfare, and humanitarian principles. The
Austrian Red Cross’ journey from its inception to the outbreak of World War l'is a testament to
the enduring power of humanity and impartiality in the face of adversity and conflict.

The Austrian Red Cross: Evolution of its Organizational
Structure

The Prewar Structure

By 1914, the Austrian Red Cross had evolved into a critical component of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire’s humanitarian response system. Born out of the principles established by
the Geneva Conventions and the International Red Cross movement, the Austrian Red Cross’
structure and hierarchy were heavily influenced by the military framework of the empire,
reflecting the organization’s close association with Austria-Hungary’s armed forces.

The leadership of the Austrian Red Cross was predominantly composed of nobility and
former military officers, mirroring the societal and political hierarchies of the empire. This
structure enabled the Austrian Red Cross to operate effectively within the military system,
facilitating the rapid mobilization and deployment of aid in conflict zones. The central body,
located in Vienna, oversaw a network of twenty-two regional and 661 local branches, each
responsible for coordinating humanitarian efforts within its respective areas.

The Austrian Red Cross also had a sizable volunteer base that included individuals from
diverse backgrounds. Volunteers were integral to the Austrian Red Cross’ operations, as
they provided medical care, training, administrative support, and other essential services.
The training of these volunteers, often conducted in collaboration with military medical
personnel, was a key aspect of the Austrian Red Cross’ prewar preparations.

The Austrian Red Cross’ prewar structure not only reflected the military hierarchy but also
embodied the diverse social fabric of the empire. The organization was central in unifying
the empire’s diverse ethnic and social groups under the shared goal of humanitarian service.
Women in particular found roles within the Austrian Red Cross, marking a significant step
in their societal participation during a time when female involvement in the public sphere
was limited. With a large number of men serving on the frontlines, women took on more
prominent roles within the organization. They served as nurses, administrators, and, in some
cases, were involved in direct aid delivery on the battlefields. This not only broadened the
scope of the Austrian Red Cross’ work but also marked a transformative period in the role of
women in Austrian society.
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Mobilization for War

The outbreak of World War | in 1914 marked a turning point for the Austrian Red Cross.
The organization rapidly transitioned from peacetime operations to a war footing, a move
that necessitated significant structural and organizational changes. The Austrian Red Cross
expanded its services to meet the escalating needs of the war, which included caring for the
wounded, supporting prisoners of war (POWSs), and aiding civilian populations affected by
the conflict.

This expansion saw the Austrian Red Cross strengthening its collaboration with the military,
leadingto a more centralized command structure. The central bodyin Viennaassumed greater
control over regional branches to ensure a coordinated response across the empire. This
centralization was crucial in managing the complex logistics of aid, including the distribution
of medical supplies through an elaborate system of mobile and stationary medical depots,
the establishment of field hospitals, the operation of hospital ships, and, in some cases, state
railway ambulance trains throughout the empire’s territory.

Adapting to the Novelties of Modern Warfare

The scale of World War | posed unprecedented challenges for the Austrian Red Cross.
The sheer number of casualties, the spread of the conflict across multiple fronts, and the
logistical complexities of operating in war-torn areas stretched the organization’s resources
and capabilities. In response, the Austrian Red Cross adapted by increasing its reliance
on trained medical personnel and expanding its volunteer base. Specialized units were
formed to handle different aspects of the war effort, such as medical care, logistics, and
communication. In 1915, at the height of the war, the Austrian Red Cross operated 874
medical facilities comprising a total of 94,867 beds.

As the war progressed, the Austrian Red Cross faced the realities of modern warfare, including
the use of chemical weapons and the increasing number of psychological casualties. These
challenges required the Austrian Red Cross to adapt its medical practices and expand its
services to include psychological support and rehabilitation for soldiers suffering from what
was then known as shell shock.

The Austrian Red Cross’ International Role

Throughout the war, the Austrian Red Cross maintained its connections with the International
Red Cross movement, participating in international efforts to standardize and improve
humanitarian aid. The challenges of World War | highlighted the need for international
cooperation in humanitarian efforts and the Austrian Red Cross played a role in shaping
these global discussions.
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Legacy of Change

The war years were a period of intense growth and transformation for the Austrian Red
Cross. The organization emerged from the war with a vastly expanded scope, a more diverse
volunteer base, and a deeper understanding of the complexities of humanitarian aid in
wartime. The Austrian Red Cross’ evolution during this period laid the groundwork for its
future role as a key player in both national and international humanitarian efforts.

The Austrian Red Cross in War: A Story of Medical Endeavor

and Innovation

The outbreak of World War | in 1914 thrust the Austrian Red Cross into an unprecedented
humanitarian crisis. This conflict, primarily characterized by its scale and brutality, posed
formidable challenges for medical and nursing care. The Austrian Red Cross’ response to
these challenges went far beyond what had been planned for prior to the war and was a
defining moment in the history of war medicine and humanitarian aid.

The Frontline of Care: Field Hospitals and Volunteer Medical Teams

Atthe heart of the Austrian Red Cross’ war effort was its medical and nursing operations. These
operations were multifaceted, involving not only emergency treatment on the battlefield but
also long-term care in field hospitals, known as Feldspitdiler.

Each of the Austrian Red Cross’ volunteer medical teams (Freiwillige Sanitdtsabteilungen)
typically consisted of one or two doctors, approximately thirty female nurses, several male
nurses, and kitchen staff who handled a generous amount of hospital supplies, surgical
materials, disinfectants, and food. These teams were tasked with providing immediate and
ongoing care to soldiers wounded in combat. While prewar planning had envisaged five such
volunteer medical teams, the Austrian Red Cross needed to deploy a total of fourteen teams
during the war to respond to the large number of wounded soldiers.

Field hospitals were the primary sites for the Austrian Red Cross’ medical activities. Set up close
to the battlefront, these facilities were designed to provide rapid treatment to injured soldiers.
The conditions in these hospitals were often challenging, with medical staff having to work in
overcrowded and under-resourced facilities. Despite these challenges, the Austrian Red Cross’
medical personnel strove to provide the best possible care under the circumstances.

As required under the original mobilization plan, the Austrian Red Cross deployed and operated
two field hospitals near the frontlines throughout the war. Whereas their intended capacity was
two hundred wounded orinjured soldiers, the hospitals soon had to deal with far higher numbers
of patients—sometimes operating up to two thousand beds at a time. In the end, they succeeded
in providing many thousands of wounded and sick soldiers with professional hospital care.
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In addition to these field hospitals, the Austrian Red Cross operated a large number of
different types of hospitals throughout the territories of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. At the
beginning of the war, they had a bed capacity of 2,754 in Bohemia, 385 in Bukovina, 3,130
in Galicia, two hundred in Gorizia and Gradiska, 725 in Carinthia, 420 in Carniola, 1,997 in
Moravia, 2,160 in Lower Austria, 610 in Upper Austria, 680 in Salzburg, 404 in Silesia, 1,532 in
Styria, 1,241 in Tyrol, 400 in Trieste and Istria, and 70 in Vorarlberg. The total capacity of the
Austrian Red Cross non-frontline hospitals and care facilities therefore amounted to almost
17,000 beds. The extensive nature of the war and the large numbers of wounded and sick
soldiers meant that capacity needed to be extended to a maximum of 94,867 beds in 1915.

Treating the Wounded and Sick: A Daunting Task

The task of treating war wounds was indeed daunting. The Austrian Red Cross had to deal
with a wide range of injuries—from gunshot wounds and shrapnel injuries to chemical burns
and psychological trauma. The severity and variety of these injuries required a high degree
of skill and adaptability from the medical staff. In addition to physical injuries, the Austrian
Red Cross also had to contend with the spread of diseases in the crowded and unsanitary
conditions of the battlefront and field hospitals. Diseases like typhus, cholera, and influenza
posed a significant threat to both patients and medical staff, adding another layer of
complexity to the Austrian Red Cross’ medical mission.

One of the most serious medical threats to the armed forces and the population of the
empire turned out to be the tuberculosis epidemic caused by the war. During one of its
meetings on 3 March 1916, the leadership of the Austrian Red Cross formally recognized
this emerging threat and decided to include the treatment of tuberculosis into the society’s
war and peacetime activities. By the end of 1917, the Austrian Red Cross had established 22
specialized tuberculosis hospitals with a total capacity of 3,902 beds, with five more such
facilities under construction.

The Austrian Red Cross opened two clinics, one in Puchberg am Schneeberg (Lower Austria)
and another one in Brezolupy (Czech Republic), for its nurses and caregivers who contracted
the diseases they were trying to heal. According to the Austrian Red Cross’ annual reports,
these facilities were very successful in healing and rehabilitating large numbers of sick
caregivers during the final years of the war. The clinic in Brezolupy, specialized in healing
tuberculosis, consistently achieved exceptional recovery rates.

The nurses of the Austrian Red Cross played a vital role in the medical care of soldiers. Often
working prolonged hours under extreme pressure and in dire conditions, these nurses
provided not only medical care but also comfort and emotional support to the wounded.
Their unwavering dedication helped keep soldiers’ morale and mental well-being afloat as
they recovered from the horrors of war.
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Innovations in War Medicine

The extreme conditions of World War | drove significant advancements in war medicine,
many of which were adopted and further improved upon by the Austrian Red Cross. One such
advancement was the improvement in surgical techniques, especially in treating wound
infections and amputations. The Austrian Red Cross also played a role in the early use of
antiseptics and the development of triage systems, which helped prioritize treatment for the
wounded based on the severity of their injuries.

Another significant area of advancement was in the treatment of psychological trauma. The
Austrian Red Cross was a pioneer in recognizing and treating what was then known as shell
shock. Through their efforts, psychological trauma began to be understood as a legitimate
war injury that required specialized medical and psychological interventions.

Together with renowned Austrian bacteriologists, the Austrian Red Cross developed
expertise in operating one large stationary and 22 mobile epidemic laboratories. The main
task of these facilities was the analysis and correct identification of numerous bacteria
and the diagnosis of the illnesses they caused. These laboratories were managed by
highly regarded bacteriologists. They were staffed by specialized nurses for the treatment
of patients affected by epidemics, which the Austrian Red Cross had started training well
before the beginning of the war.
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Logistical Challenges and Creative Humanitarian Solutions

One of the most important wartime creations of the Austrian Red Cross were the Eisenbahn-
Hilfszug- und Labetrains (Medical and Food Support Trains). The unexpectedly large
numbers of wounded and injured soldiers at the outset of the war, in combination with the
overcrowding of rail tracks within the Austro-Hungarian Empire with troop transports and
other military trains, rendered it difficult to deploy the dedicated sanitary relief trains that
had been assembled specifically for this purpose.

As a consequence, injured, wounded, and sick soldiers were forced to wait in large numbers
atovercrowded railway stations nearthe frontlines, often having to resort to boarding empty
freight trains to reach the nearest city where they could access the necessary hospital care.
It goes without saying that the conditions on such freight trains were entirely unsuitable for
transporting passengers in need of medical care given the utter lack of medical aid, food,
or water.

To combat this problem, the Austrian Red Cross decided to assemble the aforementioned
Medical and Food Support Trains - nineteen operated by the Austrian Red Cross and six by
the Hungarian Red Cross. Each train was equipped with three carriages: a supply carriage,
a kitchen, and a staff carriage. Support trains could be coupled to freight trains carrying
wounded and sick soldiers, transforming them into fully functioning medical evacuation
transports capable of accommodating one to two thousand patients. These trains proved
especially valuable on the southern front, where Support Train nr. 12 carried around one
thousand soldiers and officers per day, providing them with food and drinks along the way.

Even after the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1918, five of the remaining Support
Trains that had managed to return to Vienna continued to perform their humanitarian duties.
They were redirected to the Austrian towns of Wiener Neustadt, Gloggnitz, Mlrzzuschlag,
Bruck an der Mur, and Amstetten, where they provided relief and nourishment to thousands
of troops returning from the frontlines.

Austrian Red Cross Hospital Ships

The Austrian Red Cross also operated a fleet of hospital ships (Seespitalsschiffe) throughout
World War I. This fleet included the Elektra (3,200 gross registered tons), Metkovich (879 gross
registered tons), Tirol (2,836 gross registered tons), Wien (8,000 gross registered tons), Graf
Wurmbrand (952 gross registered tons), and Baron Call (3,104 gross registered tons).

These hospital ships were essential in ferrying wounded and sick soldiers from the southern
fronts in Serbia and Montenegro to the protected harbors of Trieste or Fiume. From there,
soldiers were transferred to hospitals and other medical care facilities. Active during 1916, the
Tirol, Elektra, and Wien had a combined capacity of 1,700 beds and could seat an additional
number of 900 patients. These hospital ships had evacuated around 60,000 patients from the
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A Hospital ship Wien

front to safety by the end of 1917 over the course of 200 trips. Danger was never far away. On
18 March 1916, the Elektra was struck by a torpedo fired by a French submarine in violation of
international humanitarian law. Heavily damaged, she had to be towed to the nearby harbor
of Sebenico where she underwent extensive repairs. Fortunately, the Elektra had not been
carrying any patients at the time. Nevertheless, one Red Cross nurse and two sailors lost their
lives and three Red Cross nurses were seriously wounded in the attack.

A Hospital ship Tirol

A Hospital ship Graf Wurmbrand
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The Baron Call was attacked by two Italian warplanes on 30 September 1917 while entering
the harbor of Durazzo. The planes dropped four bombs on the ship, all of which fortunately
missed their target and exploded in the water without causing any casualties.

Operating several hospital ships over an extended period of time stressed the finances of
the Austrian Red Cross. Between 1914 and 1917, the total operating cost of all hospital ships
amounted to 3.5 million crowns.? Carrying this cost would not have been possible without
financial support from the Austro-Hungarian government.

Overcoming Logistical and Ethical Challenges

TheAustrian Red Cross’ medical operationswere fraught with logistical and ethical challenges.
Ensuring a steady supply of medical equipment and medicines to the frontlines required a
highly sophisticated and resilient transport and storage system. The Austrian Red Cross had
to navigate the complexities of war logistics to ensure that field hospitals were adequately
equipped and staffed.

To secure a steady flow of much needed supplies, the Austrian Red Cross set up and
maintained a system of two stable depots and up to eleven field depots. These depots mainly
contained different types of bandaging materials, medicine, other medical equipment,
clothing, and food - items essential for the work of the Austrian Red Cross field hospitals
and its medical teams. Regular transports between these different depots guaranteed an
adequate distribution of materials.

A Main Depot of the Austrian Red Cross

2 This corresponds to approximately twenty-four million Euros in 1914 or to 3.5 million Euros in 1917 after high
inflation (https://www.eurologisch.at/docroot/waehrungsrechner/#/).
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The pinnacle of the logistical hierarchy was the main depot of the Austrian Red Cross. Situated
on the outskirts of Vienna, its main tasks included the reception, storage, management, and
distribution of all goods and materials belonging to the Austrian Red Cross. The main depot
was organized according to military principles and was divided into eight sub-depots, each
of which dealt with (/) hospital equipment, (i) clothing, (i) medical equipment, (iv) medical
instruments, (v) medicine, (vi) mineral water and medical substances, (vii) bandaging
materials, and (viii) food.

The main depot also contained a pharmacy and an explosion-proof basement for flammable
substances. From the beginning of World War | until the end of 1917, the main depot
distributed more than 6,000 tons of goods and materials throughout the empire.

Ethically, the Austrian Red Cross faced the challenge of maintaining its neutrality and
humanitarian principles in the midst of a highly charged wartime environment. The
organization had to balance its commitment to providing care for all, regardless of nationality
or affiliation, with the practical realities of operating within an Austro-Hungarian military
framework. Nevertheless, the Austrian Red Cross registered foreign POWs, visited them, and
distributed parcels and messages that had arrived to them from their home countries.

A Main Depot of the Austrian Red Cross

111



112

HELPING HANDS IN THE TURMOIL OF WAR: THE AUSTRIAN RED CROSS, 1914-1918

A Main Depot of the Austrian Red Cross

The Impact of War Medicine on Austrian Red Cross’ Future

The experiences of the Austrian Red Cross in World War I had a lasting impact on the organization.
The advancementsin medical care, the development of nursing practices, and the understanding
of psychological trauma gained during the war significantly influenced the Austrian Red Cross’
future operations. These experiences also contributed to the broader field of humanitarian aid
and war medicine, shaping how medical care is provided in conflict zones worldwide.

One of the lasting legacies of the wartime medical efforts is the strong focus that the Austrian
Red Cross still has on providing rescue and ambulance services to the Austrian population.
This includes the training of qualified paramedics who work as staff and volunteers within
this important sector of the contemporary Austrian health system.

The Austrian Red Cross: A Pillar of Support for Soldiers in the
Trenches

The Austrian Red Cross played a crucial role beyond medical care during World War |,
extending its services to support the growing needs of soldiers fighting on the frontlines.
The Austrian Red Cross’ efforts in providing food, clothing, and moral support were pivotal in
sustaining the well-being and morale of the soldiers enduring the brutalities of the war.
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Nourishment in the Trenches

Oneofthe Austrian Red Cross’ primary concerns was ensuring that soldiers received adequate
nutrition in the harsh conditions of trench warfare. The logistical challenge of supplying
adequate food to the frontlines was immense given how supply lines were often disrupted
and troops were in a constant state of motion. The Austrian Red Cross set up canteens and
soup kitchens close to the frontlines where hot meals and refreshments were provided to
soldiers. These facilities not only offered nourishment but also served as places of respite
where soldiers could briefly escape the gruesome realities of war.

The food and nourishment provided by the Austrian Red Cross was not just a physical
necessity but also a morale booster. The act of sharing a hot meal amid the desolation of
war helped soldiers maintain a sense of normalcy and camaraderie among themselves. The
Austrian Red Cross also organized food parcels and care packages, often filled with items
donated by civilians, which were distributed among troops. These packages were a tangible
link between the soldiers at the front and their loved ones back home.

Clothing and Essential Supplies

Apart from food, the provision of adequate clothing and essential supplies was vital, especially
given the extreme weather conditions and the rugged terrain of many battlefronts. The
Austrian Red Cross collected and distributed clothing, boots, and other essential items to the
soldiers. In the bitter winters, this task took on even greater importance, as proper clothing
was essential for survival in the trenches and mountains. The distribution of these items was
not just about physical well-being but also about maintaining the dignity of the soldiers. The
Austrian Red Cross’ efforts aimed at ensuring that the soldiers were not only equipped to face
the physical demands of war but also supported in their basic human needs.

Psychological Support and Moral Care

Perhaps the most profound, albeit one of the least visible aspects of the Austrian Red Cross’
support, was in the realm of psychological care and moral support. The psychological toll of
trench warfare was immense, with soldiers facing constant danger, witnessing the death of
comrades,and enduring the horrors of battle. The Austrian Red Cross recognized theimportance
of addressing soldiers’ mental health needs. The Austrian Red Cross volunteers—especially the
Red Cross nurses—provided emotional support to the soldiers. They listened to their fears and
concerns, always willing to offer them a sympathetic ear and words of comfort. This emotional
support was crucial in helping soldiers cope with the stress and trauma of war.

The Austrian Red Cross also facilitated communication between soldiers and their families.
They organized letter-writing stations and provided postal services, enabling soldiers to send
and receive letters from home. These letters were a vital source of comfort and connection,
reminding soldiers of the life and loved ones waiting for them. The Austrian Red Cross
understood the immense value of these family messages, often delivering them under
challenging circumstances to ensure the maintenance of this critical link.
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Challenges and Adaptations

The Austrian Red Cross’ support for soldiers was not without its challenges. The volatile
nature of the front lines, the scarcity of resources, and the constant threat of attack made
their mission perilous. However, the Austrian Red Cross adapted to these challenges, finding
innovative ways to deliver support. Whether it was mobile canteens that moved with the
troops or one of the more than four hundred mobile field bathing facilities, the Austrian Red
Cross’ flexibility was a key factor in its effectiveness.

A ‘Field bathing facility’ in frontline use

In the annals of World War |, the role of the Austrian Red Cross stands out not only for its medical
contributions but also for its unwavering support of the soldiers on the frontlines. Through
the provision of food, clothing, psychological care, and moral support, the Austrian Red Cross
played avital role in sustaining the spirits and resilience of those who fought. The organization’s
multifaceted support system stood testament to its commitment to humanitarian principles
and its understanding of the comprehensive needs of soldiers in wartime.
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d Mobile field bathing facility

The Austrian Red Cross: A Beacon of Hope for Civilians and Prisoners of War

In the theater of World War I, the Austrian Red Cross extended its humanitarian reach
beyond the battlefield, focusing significant efforts on supporting the civilian population in
war-affected areas and caring for POWs. These initiatives reflected the Austrian Red Cross’
commitment to impartially alleviating suffering of all those affected by the war, irrespective
of their nationality and role in the conflict.

Support for the Civilian Population

The war’s impact on civilians grew increasingly catastrophic, with communities facing
displacement, starvation, and sometimes even a breakdown of social order. The Austrian
Red Cross recognized the need to support these vulnerable populations. One of the primary
concerns they addressed was food shortages caused by the war. The Austrian Red Cross
organized food distribution centers, providing essential supplies to civilians who had lost
their livelihoods and access to basic necessities.

Additionally, the Austrian Red Cross played a key role in providing medical care to civilians.
With many local medical facilities destroyed or overwhelmed, the Austrian Red Cross set up
temporary clinics and hospitals to treat civilians injured in the war or suffering from diseases
and epidemics exacerbated by the conflict. These facilities were often staffed by Austrian Red
Cross volunteers who worked tirelessly to provide care under trying circumstances.
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Furthermore, the war led to massive displacement, with civilians fleeing their homes to
escape the conflict. In 1917 and 1918, the main depot of the Austrian Red Cross, at the request
of the regional government, provided much needed medical supplies to the thousands of
refugees accommodated in camps in Lower Austria.

The Plight of Prisoners of War

The Austrian Red Cross” humanitarian mission extended to the care of POWSs. The conditions
for POWs in World War | were often harsh, characterized by overcrowded camps, inadequate
food, and limited medical care. The Austrian Red Cross worked to register POWs, to improve
their living conditions, and to ensure they were treated humanely.

The Austrian Red Cross also facilitated the delivery of food parcels, clothing, and other
essential items to POWs sent to them by their loved ones. Since these parcels were often the
only source of additional food and supplies for prisoners, their arrival was eagerly anticipated.
Furthermore, the Austrian Red Cross played a crucial role in enabling POWs to communicate
with their families. The organization collected and delivered letters between POWs and their
relatives, providing a vital link to the outside world.

Medical care for POWs was another area in which the Austrian Red Cross shone. The
organization provided medical supplies to POW camps and sent medical teams to treat sick
and injured prisoners. In some cases, the Austrian Red Cross also facilitated the repatriation
of seriously wounded or ill POWs.

International Collaboration

The Austrian Red Cross’ efforts in supporting civilians and POWs involved collaboration with
various international organizations and foreign governments. Together with the Hungarian
Red Cross, the Austrian Red Cross created a POW Information Office. This office was in
constant contact with similar facilities in Russia, Serbia, and Montenegro in line with the
1907 Hague Convention and agreements between the respective governments. Their task
was to exchange information about captured soldiers of all affected parties and to maintain
registers of POWs. In compliance with the 1907 Hague Convention, the Austrian Red Cross
created a special committee charged with visiting foreign POWSs within the empire’s territory
and distributing aid parcels sent from their home countries.

The Crucial Role of Training in the Austrian Red Cross

Training aspiring humanitarians was the backbone of the Austrian Red Cross’ effectiveness
during the war. Recognizing the complexity of humanitarian needs in a wartime context, the
Austrian Red Cross developed comprehensive training programs to prepare volunteers for
the many challenges they would face. This training encompassed first aid, nursing, logistics,
and even basic medical procedures, ensuring that volunteers could provide essential services
in a variety of situations. This training included volunteers who supported the Austrian Red
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Cross’ information and tracing offices, who kept an eye on the whereabouts of Austrian and
foreign POWs and who tried to locate missing soldiers at the request of their relatives.

Given the range of tasks the Austrian Red Cross had to perform, specialized training programs
were designed to meet specific needs. For instance, those working in field hospitals received
more comprehensive medical training, whereas those involved in supply distribution received
logistics and communications training. Specialized training ensured that volunteers were
properly equipped to effectively fulfill the roles assigned to them. The Austrian Red Cross’
training programs evolved with the changing circumstances of the war. Training curricula
were updated as new medical and logistical challenges emerged to ensure that volunteers
had the latest knowledge and skills.

Mobilization of Volunteers

The Austrian Red Cross’ ability to mobilize a large volunteer force was key to its success. The
organization reached out to communities across Austria-Hungary, encouraging people from
all walks of life to contribute to the war effort. This call to action resonated with many, leading
to an upsurge in volunteer engagement.

The Role of Women

One of the most notable aspects of the Austrian Red Cross’ volunteer mobilization was the
involvement of women. With a significant portion of the male population conscripted into
the military, women found themselves needing to take on roles traditionally filled by men.
The Austrian Red Cross provided a platform for women to engage in a variety of tasks, ranging
from medical care to logistics and administrative tasks.

Women volunteers in the Austrian Red Cross were often deployed as nurses and caregivers—
roles that were challenging but also vital. They provided care to the wounded, managed field
hospitals, and even served on the frontlines. They not only contributed to the labor force but
also brought compassion and a sense of humanity to the harsh realities of war.

Breaking Social Barriers

The involvement of women in the Austrian Red Cross during World War | shattered many
social barriers. It challenged traditional gender roles and demonstrated women’s capabilities
in areas previously dominated by men. This shift had a lasting impact on the role of women in
society, paving the way for greater gender equality in the post-war period.

The important role that women played in humanitarian matters is also reflected in the
composition of the highest decision-making bodies of the Austrian Red Cross at the time.
According to the General Report of the Austrian Red Cross for the year 1918, there were two
female vice-presidents and thirteen female members of the federal committee.
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A Nurses and Doctors treating wounded soldiers at a Viennese hospital

Volunteer Engagement and Community Building

The Austrian Red Cross’ focus on volunteer engagement extended beyond simply recruiting
individuals; it was about building a community of volunteers united by a common purpose.
The organization fostered a sense of camaraderie and mutual supportamong its volunteers—
crucial in maintaining morale during the difficult war years. Training workshops served as a
platform for volunteers to interact, share experiences, and build relationships. This sense of
community was vital in maintaining volunteer motivation and commitment.

Recognition and Support

The Austrian Red Cross recognized the sacrifices and contributions of its volunteers. The
organization provided support not only in the form of training and resources but also by
recognizing their efforts. This acknowledgment was crucial in validating volunteers’ work and
boosting their morale.
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On 17 August 1914, in commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of the first Geneva
Convention of 1864, Emperor Franz Joseph | created a special foundation that awarded
different medals and distinctions in honor of services for the Austrian Red Cross. Shortly
after this event, the protector of the Austrian Red Cross, Archduke Franz Salvator, opened a
specialized office tasked with awarding the newly created medals and distinctions. By the
end of 1916, this office had awarded 13,500 medals to sponsors of the Austrian Red Cross. It
had further awarded 50,000 distinctions (both with and without war decorations) recognizing
different groups of caregivers who had performed special services to military medical care.

Challenges and Overcoming Adversity

Despite its efforts, the Austrian Red Cross faced several challenges in training and mobilizing
volunteers. The sheer scale of the war, the rapid turnover of volunteers, and the diverse needs
of different frontlines posed logistical and organizational challenges. However, the Austrian
Red Cross’ flexible approach and its ability to adapt quickly were key in its ability to overcome
these challenges.

A Medals and distinctions in honor of the services provided by the Austrian Red Cross during World War |
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As the war progressed, the Austrian Red Cross adapted its training programs to meet the
changing needs of the frontlines. This flexibility ensured that volunteers were always
prepared for the tasks at hand. Providing medical services at or near the frontlines was a
grueling experience for newly trained nurses and doctors. The high numbers of wounded and
sick soldiers and the equally high demand for medical personnel meant that nurses trained
at the Austrian Red Cross’ nursing schools were immediately sent to the frontline hospitals
and other medical facilities in the field after finishing their theoretical education instead of
the normal probationary year at a hospital that they would have been required to complete
before the war. War-related shortages likewise forced the Austrian Red Cross to make do with
limited training materials and facilities. Innovative solutions, such as mobile training units
and on-the-job training, were employed to overcome these limitations.

Legacy and Future Implications

The Austrian Red Cross’ efforts in both training and volunteer engagement during World War
I had a profound impact on the wider humanitarian field. It demonstrated the importance of
structured training in preparing volunteers for complex humanitarian tasks. Furthermore, the
mobilization and inclusion of women volunteers marked a significant step forward in gender
equality, setting a precedent for future humanitarian endeavors.

Bridging Borders in Humanity’s Service: The International
Collaboration of the Austrian Red Cross

As World War | erupted, the Austrian Red Cross found itself in the unique position of being
not only a pivotal national humanitarian organization but also a key player in international
collaborative initiatives. Its efforts in cooperating with other national Red Cross societies and
international organizations reflect a crucial chapter in the history of global humanitarian aid.

The principles of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement underpinned the
Austrian Red Cross’ collaborative efforts on the international scene. Founded on the ideals
of humanity, impartiality, voluntary service, independence, and neutrality, these principles
guided the Austrian Red Cross’ international engagements. The collaboration was not merely
a response to the exigencies of war but a manifestation of a growing understanding that
humanitarian crises necessitate global solidarity and collective action.

Collaborative Networks and Joint Operations

Throughout World War |, the Austrian Red Cross worked closely with other national Red Cross
societies and with its Red Cross Branches in the different territories of the Austro-Hungarian
Monarchy. This cooperation involved the sharing of resources, information, expertise, and
personnel. Joint operations in which teams comprising members from different national
societies worked together in war-affected areas were common. These operations were
particularly effective in regions where the Austrian Red Cross had limited access or resources.
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The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) played a pivotal role in coordinating
these international efforts. As a neutral entity, the ICRC facilitated dialogue and cooperation
among the various national societies, including the Austrian Red Cross. The ICRC also
provided a framework for these societies to engage in joint humanitarian initiatives, ensuring
that aid was delivered efficiently and effectively.

After the end of World War |, the ICRC was instrumental in organizing the release of Austrian
POWSs from their camps in Russia and other allied countries. On 23 March 1920, the Allied
Supreme Council authorized the repatriation of POWs detained in Siberia. The repatriation
of all POWs was organized in cooperation with the ICRC, itself responsible for practical
arrangements.

The Sanitary Aid Expedition to Bulgaria in 1915

One of the most notable examples of the Austrian Red Cross’ collaborative efforts on the
international level was its 1915-1918 sanitary aid expedition to Bulgaria. Having joined the
Central Powers in World War I, Bulgaria faced significant medical and sanitary challenges. The
Austrian Red Cross, responding to this crisis, organized a large-scale expedition to provide
medical and humanitarian assistance.

The primary objective of the expedition was to improve sanitary conditions and provide
medical care to both military personnel and civilians. Challenges were immense—from
logistical issues of transporting supplies and personnel to the complexities of operating
in a war-torn, foreign environment. The expedition comprised doctors, nurses, and other
healthcare workers from the Austrian Red Cross, equipped with medical supplies and
equipment. They set up field hospitals and sanitation facilities, significantly improving the
healthcare infrastructure in Sofia and Nis. The expedition not only provided immediate relief
but also helped build local capacity for ongoing medical care.

The Bulgarian expedition was a testament to the Austrian Red Cross’ commitment to
international solidarity. It demonstrated how national societies of the Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement could collaborate effectively to address humanitarian crises beyond
their own borders.

Collaboration in Prisoner of War Relief

The Austrian Red Cross’ international collaboration extended to the care and repatriation of
POWs. Working with other national societies and the ICRC, the Austrian Red Cross facilitated
the exchange of information about POWs, arranged for the delivery of relief packages, and
contributed to repatriation efforts at the end of the war. These endeavors required skillful
navigation of intricate diplomatic channels and logistical challenges. The Austrian Red Cross’
contributions to these efforts underscored the importance of international cooperation in
ensuring that POWs were treated humanely.
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Enhancing Medical Knowledge and Practices

The Austrian Red Cross’ partnerships with international entities paved the way for the
exchange and advancement of medical knowledge and practices. Though joint training
programs and conferences, valuable insights from different fronts of the war were shared,
fostering innovations in medical care and improved humanitarian practices.

Overcoming Challenges in International Collaboration

Despite its strong commitment to international cooperation, the Austrian Red Cross faced
numerous challenges. Language barriers, cultural differences, and varying operational
procedures occasionally disrupted collaboration efforts. Moreover, the volatile political
landscape of the war strained relations between national societies. One such example
occurred toward the end of the war. When the Bulgarian front collapsed, it forced members
of the sanitary expedition to retreat hastily to Austria. This sudden withdrawal resulted in the
loss of most of their materials and equipment.

Another notable example of international cooperation was the Austrian Red Cross Spa Care
program created to host returning and decommissioned soldiers recovering from wounds
orillness. This initiative extended beyond Austro-Hungarian troops to include soldiers from
allied forces, including the German Empire, Bulgaria, and the Ottoman Empire.

The Austrian Red Cross’ collaborative efforts during World War | laid the groundwork for future
international humanitarian efforts. These experiences enriched the organization’s expertise
and drew attention to the value of global solidarity in responding to humanitarian crises.

The Austrian Red Cross’ engagement in international collaboration during World War | was a
cornerstone of its humanitarian mission. Partnerships with other national Red Cross societies
and international organizations, such as the sanitary aid expedition to Bulgaria, showcased
its commitment to transcending national borders in the service of humanity. These efforts
not only provided immediate relief to those affected by the war but also contributed to
the broader development of international humanitarian aid, setting a precedent for future
cooperative endeavors. This legacy continues to inspire and guide humanitarian actions in
a world where the need for such cooperation is as relevant as ever. Even now, international
cooperation, development aid, and immediate response to man-made and natural disasters
worldwide remain central priorities for the Austrian Red Cross.
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Navigating Turbulence: Effective Humanitarian Aid in Times
of Scarcity

The Red Cross, with its emblematic commitment to humanity, faced daunting challenges
during World War I. These challenges, ranging from resource shortages to political influence,
tested the organization’s principles and effectiveness. A closer examination of these struggles
reveals both the strengths and limitations of the Red Cross during one of history’s most
tumultuous periods.

The Challenge of Resource Shortages

Resource scarcity presented a persistent challenge for the Austrian Red Cross throughout the
war, as the intense demands of the global conflict stretched supplies of medical equipment,
medications, and basic necessities to their breaking point. The shortage of critical medical
supplies directly impacted the organization’s ability to provide effective care. Field hospitals
and medical units often found themselves ill-equipped to handle the overwhelming influx
of casualties, forcing doctors to make difficult compromises in the quality of care they could
provide. The scarcity of essentials like antiseptics, bandages, and pain relief medications not
only hindered medical procedures but also prolonged patient suffering.

A notable example of the scarcity of medical supplies and the creative solutions the
Austrian Red Cross implemented to address this issue was its initiative to regenerate and
reuse bandages. By the end of 1916, the lack of bandages became glaringly obvious, driven
primarily by the lack of cotton in the Austrian-Hungarian Empire. In response, the leadership
of the Austrian Red Cross issued a strict directive to all its medical facilities, ordering them to
conserve and ration bandaging materials to the greatest extent possible.

The initial response to the bandage shortage was to clean and reuse the materials whenever
possible. When excessive contamination prohibited their reuse, bandages were collected,
sorted, and sent to the Austrian Red Cross’ main depot in Vienna. There, they were carefully
packaged and forwarded to a specialized company for chemical cleaning and what was
referred to as regeneration. After this process, most of the previously used bandages were
restored and made suitable for reuse.

The scarcity of food and clothing also posed a significant challenge both for soldiers and the
civilian population. The Red Cross struggled to gather and distribute these vital resources,
which greatly hindered its ability to maintain morale and health among those impacted by
the war. In response, the organization often appealed to the civilian population for donations
of much-needed goods, with schoolchildren even contributing their own garments and
belongings to help the soldiers at the front.
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The Looming Specter of Politics

Founded on principles of neutrality, independence, and impartiality, the Red Cross found
itself navigating the treacherous waters of political influence throughout the war. A major
criticism of the organization at the time was its difficulty in upholding these values and
maintaining its independence and neutrality, as national societies were often viewed as
extensions of their respective states’ military and political structures.® This perception by the
public undermined, at least in the eyes of the people, the organization’s dedication to said
principles and raised concerns about its ability to remain independent and impartial.

A Schoolchildren bringing gifts of love to the main depot of the Austrian Red Cross

3 According to its statutes at the time, the main mission of the Austrian Red Cross was to “supplement the state’s
obligatory care for the wounded and sick [soldiers] in the field and to improve the care of the wounded and sick
[soldiers] beyond the capacities of the state as far as possible.”
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Effectiveness in Various War Situations

The effectiveness of the Red Cross varied considerably across different war scenarios. While
its contributions in certain areas were indeed commendable and highly innovative, it faced
criticism for its limited impact in others. One salient example of this was the Austrian Red
Cross’ Therapeutic Outpatient Clinic, which, tasked to rehabilitate injured soldiers so that
they could be redeployed to the frontlines, operated in Vienna for several years. Despite
employing the so-called Viennese Manual Method, the clinic treated fewer than four
hundred patients over the course of its time in operation. The very limited impact it had on
rehabilitation efforts, able to boast only a handful of successful cases, drove it to closure
before the end of the war.

Confronted with limited resources and widespread need, the Austrian Red Cross was
forced to make difficult decisions about where and how to focus its efforts. These decisions
often involved ethical dilemmas, balancing immediate medical needs against long-term
humanitarian support and the political and military necessities of a country at war.

Innovations and Adaptations

Despite the numerous challenges, World War | drove significant innovations and adaptations
within the Austrian Red Cross. The organization developed new strategies for resource
management, medical care, and volunteer mobilization, some of which would transform
humanitarian efforts in subsequent conflicts. The war also spurred advancements in
medical techniques and triage strategies, shaped by the exigencies of battlefield care. These
advancements contributed to the evolution of emergency medicine in post-war years. The
Red Cross’ approach to volunteer mobilization and training became more sophisticated,
creating a blueprint for future humanitarian volunteerism.
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