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Chapter XXXIII. The press-gangs : Brussels.

(…) I often thought, yield to the constant
and importunate temptation to cry out against it, in
some hot flash of rage and indignation, to have
done with the too polite expressions of diplomacy,
to call things, for once in the world, by their right
name, and, when one meant slavery to say
slavery instead of deportation. (…)

There were other protests, too, to which the
Governor-General did not reply, that of November
17, signed by the Burgomaster and Echevins of
Brussels (…)
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(Translation :)
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Brussels, November 17, 1916.

Excellency :
A notice of the German Governor, Lieutenant

General Hurt, to the mayors of Greater Brussels
and of Brabant, published to-day, announces that
the German authorities have decided to deport to
Germany the workmen without employment.



This notice produces a profound emotion
among our fellow workmen.

Public sentiment considers this deportation to
be the establishment in Belgium of a state of
slavery.

You will understand without difficulty to what
point such a measure, which plunges so many
families into sorrow, infringes the right of personal
liberty, the profound feeling of personal dignity that
have been for centuries the pride and the moral
greatness of the entire Belgian people.

Our population has always been
distinguished for its observance of justice and of
law.

In political as well as in international affairs it
has ever considered that law would always remain
its safeguard.

Article 43 of the Convention of The Hague
states that the occupying Power shall respect,
except in case of absolute necessity, the laws in
force in the occupied territory. Among the laws in
force in Belgium there is no one more precious or
more sacred than that which guarantees to each
Belgian citizen his personal liberty, which is
manifested notably in the domain of labour.

There does not appear to us at this moment
any fact to justify the infraction of that law.

The occupying Power calls attention to the
regrettable unemployment to which a large number
of our workmen are reduced.



Who knows it better than we do ?
Who knows it better than our courageous

working population, which had at all times been
honoured by its devotion to and its love for labour ?

Our workmen ask nothing better than to
continue their habitual occupations.

Are they to blame for the unemployment that
has been imposed upon them ?

Is it their fault if the raw materials and the
machines have been requisitioned, if there are
practically no horses remaining, if communication
is limited, if 800.000 metres of rails of inter-urban
railways have been removed ?

Is reference made to the charge of public
charity ?

It is heavy, no doubt, but it falls in no way to
the charge of the occupying Power, which has
never been called upon to intervene to relieve the
general suffering.

It is the Comité National de Secours et
d'Alimentation and private initiative that help our
involuntarily unemployed and that are ready to
continue their work of co-operation.

Since the Belgian population does not expect
to be assisted by the occupying Power is it not
legitimate to leave to the population to decide
under what conditions it is permissible and
possible for it to take up work ?

One can but feel the most profound respect
for those who refuse to work on the sole ground of



a noble patriotism, and particularly for those who
will not furnish, directly or indirectly, assistance to
the enemy.

It is certain that the work which it is desired to
force upon our countrymen has for its sole object
the strengthening of Germany economically, and
even militarily. This brings still more clearly to the
foreground the character of the slavery and of the
servitude that is presented by the measure which
threatens so many of our fellow-citizens.

Our population has not ceased to endure
calmly and with resignation and dignity the cruel
tests of the war.

This attitude of mind could only be
strengthened by the declarations of the German
authorities at the very beginning of the war.

The Governor-General, Baron von der Goltz,
said in his proclamation of September 2, 1914 :

"Belgian citizens desiring to return peacefully
to their occupations have nothing to fear from the
German troops or authority. What can be done will
be done. Commerce must be resumed, the
factories must begin to work again, the harvest
must be gathered.

Belgian citizens, I do not ask any one to
renounce his patriotic feelings, but I expect from
you absolute obedience and sensible submission
as regards the Government General. I invite you to
show your confidence in it and to offer it your
support. I address this invitation particularly to the



officers of the Government, of the communes, who
have stayed at their posts. The more you heed this
appeal the more will you serve your country."

In all the churches of the country, at the
invitation of Cardinal Mercier, it was announced
during the month of October, 1914, that the Military
Governor of Antwerp, General von Huene, had
authorized the Cardinal to make in his name, to be
communicated to the population, the following
declaration, with the approval of Governor-General
the Baron von der Goltz :

"Young men need not fear being taken into
Germany either to be incorporated there into the
army or to be employed at forced labour."

Is there need to recall again the text of
the following notices posted on the walls of
Brussels :

"Whoever was in the Garde Civique and has
returned from abroad to Greater Brussels will not
be treated as a prisoner of war, but can remain
there in complete liberty if he signs the undertaking
not to take up arms against Germany during this
war and not to undertake any act hostile to the
German cause.

Governor,
von Kraewel, Major-General.

Brussels, February 19, 1915."



"By virtue of the order of the General
Government in Belgium of February 13 and 19,
1915, it is decreed hereby that all male subjects of
Belgian nationality born between 1892 and 1897,
inclusive, and domiciled at Brussels, Anderlecht,
Auderghem, Etterbeek, Forest, Schaerbeek, Saint-
Josse-ten-Noode, Ixelles, Jette-Saint-Pierre,
Koekelberg, Laeken, Molenbeek-Saint-Jean, Saint-
Gilles, Uccle, Watermael-Boitsfort and Woluwe-
Saint-Lambert, are placed under control service by
the registry office, Deutsches Meldeamt Gross
Brüssel, rue du Méridien, 10, to which all
communes mentioned above have communicated
all the names of male subjects born from 1892 to
1897 ...

It is expressly understood that the German
Government does not have in mind the
incorporation of Belgian subjects in the German
army, or their deportation to Germany as prisoners
during the war.

Governor,
von Kraewel, Major General.

Brussels, March 17, 1915."
"From November 1st next the service of

control in operation until the present time regarding
Belgians born between 1892 and 1897 will be
applied likewise to all Belgian men born between
1885 and 1898, inclusive.



Soldiers, not officers, of the former Garde
Civique not in active service will be freed from the
control if they are more than 30 full years of age.

I repeat that the control does not have any
other object than to permit the confirmation of the
presence of persons registered and to prevent
them from leaving the country.

There is therefore no intention whatsoever of
incorporating them in the German army or of
interning them as prisoners of war.

The Governor-General in Belgium,
Freiherr von Bissing, Major-General.

Brussels, October 22, 1915."

Lastly, the regulation concerning the Belgian
subjects submitted to the control, born between
1885 and 1898 (Vorschriften für Meldepflichitige
Männliche Belgier, Geburtsjahr 1885-1898), a
copy of which was transmitted to each Belgian
subject at the time of this registry at the German
control office (Meldeamt) and which serves as a
form of contract for them, reads :

"It is thoroughly understood that the German
Government has in no wise the intention of
incorporating Belgians in the German army, nor to
intern them in Germany during the course of the
war (Paragraph 6, p, 13)."

Can one conceive a more precise
undertaking, one more exact ?



They "will not be incorporated in the
German army nor be interned in Germany
during the course of the war". The normal
undertakings determined a large number of our
fellow-citizens who had taken refuge abroad to
return to their country.

We could not believe that such solemn
promises could be broken.

We were obliged to believe that the
occupying Power would maintain the principles of
international law and would respect the feelings
and the honour and the patriotism of the Belgian
people.

Whatever may be the necessities of the war,
it seems to us impossible that the occupying Power
can continue in the manner in which it has begun
and carry out an act that is bound to excite the
emotion of the entire civilized world.

We beg you. Excellency, to accept the
assurances, etc.
Secretary of the Council The Council of Aldermen
Maurice Vauthier Maurice Lemonnier,

Louis Steens,
Emile Jacqmain,

Max Hallet,
Jean Pladet.
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