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Around 250,000 Belgian refugees who fled the German invasion spent the First 
World War in Britain – the largest refugee presence Britain has ever witnessed. 
Welcomed in a wave of humanitarian sympathy for ‘Poor Little Belgium’, within 
a few months Belgian exiles were pushed off the front pages of newspapers by 
the news of direct British involvement in the war. Following rapid repatriation 
at British government expense in late 1918 and 1919, Belgian refugees were 
soon lost from public memory with few memorials or markers of their mass 
presence.

Reactions to Belgian refugees discussed in this book include the mixed 
responses of local populations to the refugee presence, which ranged from 
extensive charitable efforts to public and trade union protests aimed at 
protecting local jobs and housing. This book also explores the roles of central 
and local government agencies that supported and employed Belgian refugees 
en masse yet also used them as a propaganda tool to publicise German 
outrages against civilians to encourage support for the Allied war effort. This 
book covers responses to Belgian refugees in England, Scotland, Ireland and 
Wales in a Home Front wartime episode that generated intense public interest 
and charitable and government action.

The chapters in this book were originally published as a special issue of 
Immigrants & Minorities: Historical Studies in Ethnicity, Migration and Diaspora.

Jacqueline Jenkinson is a Senior History Lecturer at the University of Stirling, 
UK. She has published widely on minority groups including Lithuanian, Belgian 
refugees and black colonial Britons in the First World War. Her book on the 
seaport riots, Black 1919: Riots, Racism and Resistance in Imperial Britain, was 
published in 2009.
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                                                    INTRODUCTION

Soon gone, long forgotten: uncovering British 
responses to Belgian refugees during the First World 
War         

   Jacqueline     Jenkinson        

                     ABSTRACT 
 This article introduces the special edition on British responses to Belgian First 
World War refugees by assessing the historiography on this subject area. It then 
considers the six articles in the collection.   

    

   Introduction 

    Between    200 and 250,000 Belgian refugees spent all or large parts of the First 
World War in Britain. Their arrival in the early months of the war evoked much 
immediate sympathy and an outpouring of civilian, charitable and government 
eff ort to support, house and employ them. Welcomed in a wave of humanitarian 
sympathy for ‘Poor Little Belgium’ and exploited as a means of fostering anti-Ger-
man sentiment, within a few months they were pushed off  the front pages of 
newspapers by the news of direct British involvement in the war. Following 
rapid repatriation at British government expense in late 1918 and 1919, Belgian 
refugees soon became a forgotten group of temporary sojourners, whose pres-
ence had prompted no permanent alteration in government policy towards 
foreign-born residents. They were also soon lost from public memory with few 
memorials or markers of their mass presence; although at personal-level mem-
ories, family interconnections and friendships remained. 

 This collection owes much to the conference on British responses to Belgian 
refugee wartime presence held in September 2014 at the University of Stirling. 
Reactions to the presence of Belgian refugees discussed in this collection of 
articles include the use of Belgian refugees as a propaganda tool by the British 
government keen to publicise German outrages against civilian populations to 
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encourage support for the Allied war eff ort; the mixed responses of local pop-
ulations to the refugee presence; the employment of refugees, in particular in 
war work; and local charitable endeavours in providing for the largest refugee 
arrival Britain has ever witnessed. It will further explore the roles of central and 
local government agencies which administered assistance to Belgian refugees 
and yet strove to balance providing housing and employment for refugees with 
native public and trade union desire to protect local jobs and access to housing. 
An overarching theme will be an exploration of the narrative of forgetfulness 
of an episode which generated intense public interest and charitable and gov-
ernment action and yet was soon forgotten.   

 Historiography of Belgian refugees in Britain 

 Although commemoration of the First World War at the time of writing is in full 
swing and the issue of refugee settlement has much contemporary resonance, 
Britain’s First World War Belgian refugees have received limited academic cov-
erage. Few historians have considered local British responses to the mass arrival 
of up to a quarter of a million Belgian refugees in Britain during the First World 
War. Peter Gatrell has suggested this neglect has been due to the focus on ‘the 
great drama being played out on the battlefi eld’.  1   This view overlooks the early 
coverage of Belgian refugees in works on social movements and the Home Front 
during the war by British historians developing history ‘from below’ in the 1960s. 
The development of social history is often associated with the pioneering work 
of Arthur Marwick. Marwick’s  The Deluge: British Society and the First World War  
briefl y discussed British public support for the arrival of Belgian refugees as part 
of a ‘moral crusade’ against German aggression in the early months of the war. 
However, Marwick’s main aim was to identify the ‘Belgian refugee problem’ as 
a cause of the ‘last great fl owering of grand scale private philanthropy’.  2   Three 
years earlier, A.J.P Taylor had fi rst characterised Belgian refugees as a ‘disturbing 
element’ in British wartime society, ‘resentful’ that the British Empire had not 
better protected their country. Meanwhile, the British public was ‘disappointed’ 
to fi nd their guests did not assimilate and were not ‘heroes’ but ‘ordinary folk’.  3   

 This early coverage reproduced some of the long-held ‘myths’ problematising 
the Belgian refugee presence and host reactions to the refugees which will be 
addressed in this collections of articles. 1960s references by academic historians 
came in a period when the Belgian refugee presence remained within living 
memory. This initial coverage was not built upon in later years in mainstream 
historiography of the First World War. Monographs dealing with the British Home 
Front often completely overlook the Belgian refugee presence.  4   Other works 
on British First World War society including De Groot’s  Blighty  reduce the mass 
settlement of Belgian refugees in Britain to a passing reference in connection 
with discussions of alleged German atrocities, with DeGroot blandly record-
ing the appearance in Britain of ‘Belgian refugees who were readily available 
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to confi rm stories.’  5   Twenty-fi rst century works such as Gregory’s impressively 
researched  The Last Great War: British Society and the First World War  neglect the 
mass refugee movement into Britain caused by the German invasion in terms 
not so diff erent from the loaded 1960s comments of A.J.P. Taylor: ‘the country 
was fl ooded with desperate Belgian refugees.’  6   Gregory’s end note reference 
dismisses the settlement of up to a quarter of a million refugees in wartime 
Britain as matter unsuitable for academic historians: ‘more or less every civic 
history has a section on ‘our Belgian guests’   7   Instead, Gregory, like DeGroot, 
focused on the veracity of reporting of German atrocity stories in Belgium and 
France and their impact on the attitudes to war of the British public.  8   

 The indiff erence displayed towards the Belgian refugee presence in Britain 
among mainstream histories of the First World War is due to what Kushner in 
1999 identifi ed as the ‘transitory nature and extreme marginality of the forcibly 
disposed’   9   This is echoed by Gatrell’s point that Belgian refugees are deemed to 
have been a ‘transitory phenomenon’.  10   Notably, Winter’s study of memory of the 
Great War includes no recollection of Belgian refugees in Britain.  11   However, the 
presence of Belgian refugees has not been completely neglected in mainstream 
scholarship of the First World War. Exceptionally, Catriona Pennell’s work on 
popular responses to the outbreak of the war in Britain and Ireland ably demon-
strated the scale of the displacement of Belgians from their country and the 
dispersal of what she estimated as ‘around 265,000’ Belgians around the United 
Kingdom from villages to towns: ‘Aside from sympathy, horror, revulsion, and 
indignation, the main reaction amongst the British people was to help them’.  12   

 While mainstream history has largely neglected the mass Belgian refugee 
settlement, historians of migration history have provided more coverage. Colin 
Holmes’  John Bull’s Island  featured a description of the employment patterns of 
Belgian wartime refugees and the assumption of government control of refugee 
relief from wartime charities.  13   Belgian refugee settlement was addressed more 
fully by Kushner in an article on Hampshire’s Belgian refugees and as part of 
his later jointly edited book with Knox on the social history of refugees in the 
twentieth century, again focusing on Hampshire as a place of refugee camps and 
reception centres throughout the twentieth century  14   Gatrell followed Kushner 
in exploring refugee settlement in the modern era, and included coverage of 
Belgian among other First World War refugees in two works.  15   Pierre Purseigle 
explored the reception of Belgian refugees in Britain in his article on the exile 
and resettlement of western European refugees from the war. Purseigle noted 
that for Home Front populations, Belgian refugees in their midst symbolised 
the ‘confl agration as a war for civilisation against barbarism’.  16   Meanwhile 
Panayi contrasted the warm reception of Belgian refugees with the treatment 
of Germans in Britain after the outbreak of war.  17   He also considered the arrival 
of Belgian refugees in Britain as a factor in the outbreak of wartime anti-German 
rioting, using the example of the rioting in Deptford in October 1914 following 
the arrival of 800 Belgian refugees at Carrington House in the district.  18   
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 These works by historians on migration history have, with the exception of 
Kushner’s 1999 article, featured Belgians as one among multiple refugee and 
migrant groups.  19   Only one full-length study of First World War Belgian refu-
gees in English has been written, Cahalan’s  The Treatment of Belgian Refugees 
in England during the Great War .  20   Cahalan’s focus was on the middle-class 
philanthropist agency which assisted refugees: the War Refugees Committee 
(WRC) rather than on the refugees or on offi  cial reactions to their presence. 
Echoing Marwick’s argument in the  Deluge , Cahalan’s thesis suggests that war-
time humanitarian and charitable action reached its zenith with the activities 
of the WRC.  21   

 The forgotten history of Belgian refugees includes the fact that their settle-
ment beyond England has received virtually no attention. Cahalan explained 
the situation thus: ‘Seven out of eight refugees lived in England: the Celtic fringe 
was forbidden ground, too remote, or off ered too little employment’ before 
conceding ‘though Glasgow was the highest reception centre in the kingdom 
after London’.  22   Cahalan’s Anglo-centric view may have been infl uenced by the 
fact that in Scotland, where close to 10 percent of refugees were settled, the 
WRC played no part in the care of Belgian refugees. In contrast to the metro-
politan focus of Cahalan’s work, the articles in this collection by Hughes on 
Belgian refugees in Wales, Buck’s study of the reception of refugees in Ireland 
and Jenkinson on refugees in Scotland off er original insights into settlement of 
refugees in the hitherto neglected ‘Celtic fringe’. While breaking new ground, 
this collection also utilises the case study approach to considering responses 
to Belgian refugee settlement commenced in the 1990s with Kushner’s study 
of Hampshire. This collection contains local case studies of Birtley, Huddersfi eld 
and Richmond-Teddington by Laqua, Gill and Declercq and Baker.   

 Wider context of the Belgian refugee presence 

 Central government control over foreign-born British residents in wartime 
began on 5 August, the day after Britain’s declaration of war following Germany’s 
invasion of Belgium, when parliament speedily passed the Aliens Restriction 
Act. Designed to allow the introduction under Orders in Council of controls on 
the movement and liberty of enemy foreign-born residents, it also sought to 
draw a distinction between ‘friends’ and ‘enemies’ from overseas. Home Secretary 
Reginald McKenna (Liberal MP for North Monmouthshire), underlined this in his 
statement of the Bill’s intentions as it passed through parliament in a day, unop-
posed. ‘The arrangements contemplated by the Order have been designed with 
a view to cause as little inconvenience as possible to alien friends, while leaving 
eff ective control over dangerous enemy aliens’.  23   Yet, the Act initiated compul-
sory registration with police, controlling the range of movement, search for 
jobs and the housing of foreign-born residents, including refugees.  24   Under the 
wartime Aliens Restriction Act, the Home Secretary was given extensive powers 
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