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Bernd Joachim Zimmer, Historian, Bad Arolsen

Nicolas R. Burckhardt (1909-2003) joined the International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross rather accidently: to pursue his interest

in distant countries, a friend and university lecturer suggested he
contact the ICRC. Although his first attempt failed because a peac:
treaty had been reached in the designated region of deployment,
he was remembered and employed temporarily for a few weeks
after the outbreak of the Civil War in Spain. The employment turne:
out to last 33 years.

Between 1940 and 1942 he gained crucial experience in the
Central Tracing Agency for Prisoners of War in Geneva, which woul
prepare him for his future tasks in Arolsen. His next assignment

led him to London where he established important contacts with
exile governments. After the war he led the ICRC delegation inthe
British occupation zone, and from 1948 he became a member of
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the delegation for West Germany. Missions in Pakistan, India, Korea
and Vietnam followed.
il On suggestion of the ICRC president he accepted the newly estab-
lished pesition of [TS director in June 1955. Fifteen years later, in
h 1970, he teft Arolsen and returned to his parental home in Basel. He |
he eceived the Order of Merit of the Federal Republic of Germany for f;

i his achievements at the [TS.

en because it was roughly

occupation and had intact infra-

, like many relief cies with an interim mandate,

terminated its operations as planned in 1947, amid allegations
of mismanagement of the tracing bureau. These two factors cast
t onto the continuation of the operations. However, the Allies

jed the impor e agency for the international

centralized disparate local, national and international tracing efforts

and r ablished t tral Tracing Bureau as the International

Tracir rvice.




The reorganization and change in administration significantly
impacted the agency's mandate, effectively repurposing it to r'
serve broader political agendas. It ended Soviet participation in €
operations due to Moscow's unwillingness to recognize the IRO, a t
circumstance that had previously excluded International Commit-
tee of the Red Cross participation in the Central Trac ing Bureau. 1
Moreover, it resulted in American dominance in policy formation (
and increased collaboration with German authorities at a crucial
juncture in the Cold War, thereby exacerbating growing tensions
between the humanitarian mandate and the political agendas of I
Western governments. These factors shaped the organization's (
path in the following decades.

»As a former prisoner of the concentration
camp Buchenwald I politely request you to
take note of the following: I came with the
last transport from the camp Skarrzysko
Kamienna (Poland) to Sulejow. We stayed
there for four weeks and were then deported

to Buchenwald ...~

Picture above and quote: Personal
letter of a former concentration
camp prisoner to the ITS asking for a
certificate of incarceration in October
1949,

Picture to the right: Buchenwald
prisoners after their liberation by
the US Army.







Picture above: The International Tracing Service

organizations before the ICRC took over.

Picture to the right: Guided tour through the [TS archives ir




Council of Europe takeover of operations, and the nationality of
/e the future director compelled the West German request to the

Red Cross to administrate the agency. The scheme also allowed

the Federal Republic to fulfil its war burden of guaranteeing the
continuation of the ITS. It also presented the ICRC, according to the
Israeli Foreign Office, a means by which to deal with an “internal
crisis” over its future and role “in present world conditions! Earlier
concerns over the organization's neutral and universal mandate
dissipated, as Geneva assured Washington uncontested owner-

3 ship and access to the archive, and to continue policies of limiting

ry information exchanges with Moscow and its allies.* This solution

ptable to all parties and the Bonn Accords transferred

proved acce

the ITS to the administration of the International Committee of
1S the Red Cross on May 5, 1955, under the control of an eight nation

International Commission.

Owing to the longstanding view that the ITS was a relic of immedi-
ate post-war relief efforts and thus an interim organization, the

r- Bonn Accords stipulated quinquennial review of operations and
the question of the agency’s ultimate fate. In 1960, the govern-
ments of the International Commission, including new member
Greece, agreed to extend the Bonn Accords without amendment
because of the continued need for access to the archive for West

German indemnification programs. At this stage, the International
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The ratification of international indemnification |
a distinct shift in the work of the traci
Certification of compens:
activity, but as the politica
changed, it took on new acti

rmation exchanges continu
Euro ountries, especially Poland. Ho

began providing

A look into the inquiries

The tasks of the ITS have changed over the decades as reflected

in the inquiries that reached the institution, While the reunion of
families was most important in the early post-war years, later on
requests for certificates of incarceration and forced labour came to
the fore. '




ators in the Nazi l(—‘(.llfﬂ'c‘::

ation of West ( nan President Heinrich

broad operations justified its

r, the International C ission and
“ould reach no consensus on the extension
e of discord over Yugoslavia's
application to the Commission and the expected termination
of indemnification payments in approximately 1968. After three
f operating without any legal framework, in 1968 the ICRC
of the International Commission accepted an

nt to the jinal agreements that indefinitely extended

Inquiries from left to right:
A personal tracing request from France in 1948. A young man and his mother ]
went missing. The letter is explaining the stages of their persecution as far as ]
known. i
AR oﬂ{czeﬁ request from New York in December 1948 of which a copy was also
sentito the IT5. The Central Location Index asked for support in tracing the
three children of Rabbi Chaim Blumenkranc.
: _negatwe response in 1962, the ITS could send a certificate of incar-
ceratlen in Auschwitz to a young woman because of an entry found in the
*x-1ay reports three years later,
- A handwritten inquiry by a former prisoner of the concentration camp Gross
Rosen who asked for a certificate to claim compensation in 1975.
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