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Chapter XXXIII. The press-gangs : Charleroi.

(…) 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. (…) (page 269)

There were other protests, too, to which the
Governor-General did not reply, that of the Mayor
and échevins of Charleroi on November 18 (…)

Brand WITHLOCK

Translation :
To His Excellency General von Bissing,
Governor-General in Belgium, Brussels.

Charleroi, November 18, 1916.
Your Excellency :

We venture to bring to your ears the cries of
desperation of an entire population.

Belgium has undergone courageously all the
sufferings that the curse of war has brought to her
since the beginning of hostilities.



A large number of the inhabitants have
personally suffered the loss of those near and
dear, they have been struck with terror at the sight
of their homes reduced to ashes ; nevertheless our
nation in chains has bravely fought its fate. After
the days of fright, the people, confident in the word
of the high official placed by the imperial
Government at the head of the country, have been
able to endure their misery through a spirit of
solidarity that has not failed them for a single
instant.

Committees of assistance were formed
immediately and both the public authorities and
private individuals strove to outdo each other in
devotion and abnegation to assuage the sufferings
of the indigent classes.

As the administration of justice and public
work, as well as the commercial and industrial
enterprises capable of continuing their activity after
such a crisis gradually began to function again, the
Belgian people, grouped under the aegis of their
communal institutions, again began to labour.

Unhappily, the accumulated ruins, the
scarcity of raw materials, the lack of means of
transportation, the absence of commercial
objective points, rendered more and more difficult
the restoration of the country's activity.

Later, the progressive disappearance of the
instruments of labour, the physical weakening
produced by insufficient and expensive



nourishment, sufficed to exhaust the last bit of
energy.

And it is this moment that the German military
authorities choose, on the pretext of
unemployment, to tear the poorest and most-to-be-
pitied of our fellow-citizens from the love of their
mothers, their wives and their children.

Your Excellency can not remain insensible to
our cry of desperation, which must be for
civilization a cry of alarm, and an appeal to your
generosity.

Important national voices have already
protested with emotion and authority against this
inhuman treatment that has been applied to our
people without pity.

The motive that has been invoked constitutes
an unjust and injurious accusation (Note : laziness
see below, 15. August 15, 1915 ; May 15, 1916)
addressed to our working class, and we protest
against it. These unhappy men would therefore be
placed beyond the pale of international law and
condemned to the ignominy of forced labour. This
unmerited punishment inflicted on our fellow-
citizens revolts the human conscience and on this
ground we found our strength and authority to ask
Your Excellency to intervene with the Imperial
Government to obtain the withdrawal of these
pitiless and unjustifiable measures.

Pray accept, Your Excellency, together with
the assurances of our most distinguished



consideration, the expression of the most fervent
hope in the mandate of high protection that you
have assumed in regard to Belgium.

Communal Council of Charleroi,
(Fifteen signatures).
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