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1938 - A VERY BELGIAN CIVIL WAR – BACKGROUND HISTORY. 
 

This is a work of fiction composed & written with the sole purpose of staging miniature wargames 
battles.  I t does in no way express the views (political or other) of the authors of this document. 

 
Belgium 1930’s – FOREIGN POLICY. 
In 1935, Belgium established diplomatic ties with the USSR. In 1936, ally France being ruled by a popular front 
government, and in Germany Hitler sending German troops into the (demilitarized) Rhineland unchallenged by the 
powers, Belgium cancelled her defensive treaty with France (of 1920) and returned to a policy of neutrality. For a short 
time, the Belgian government even feared a French attack in 1936...  Hitler guaranteed the neutrality of Belgium and the 
Netherlands in 1937 (…). Belgium was granted a seat in the League of Nations Security Council in 1937.  
Notwithstanding Belgium's official neutrality, individual Belgians, even military officers, volunteered to fight in the 
Spanish Civil War. 
 
Belgium 1930’s – DOMESTIC POLICY. 
Belgium suffered considerably during the Great Depression. Political forces rejecting the political system strengthened : 
In 1933, the “Vlaamsch Nationaal Verbond”  (VNV or Flemish National Union) established as a successor to the 
“Frontpartij”  (Frontparty). 
In accordance with the socialist Hendrik De Man's “Plan van de Arbeid”  (plan of works), the Belgian government lead by 
Paul Van Zeeland pursued a policy of state-financed public projects in order to reduce unemployment and stimulate the 
national economy. 
In front of a bleak economic background, the ultra-nationalist REX party lead by Léon Degrelle, openly advocating 
authoritarian government and rejecting parliamentarian democracy, gained in popular support. 
 
Belgium 1930’s – ECONOMY. 
In the aftermath of the Wall Street Crash of 1929, also in Belgium factories closed and unemployment rates went up, from 
1.9 % in 1929 to 23.5 % in 1932. In 1933, Belgium adapted the “Plan van de Arbeid”  (plan of works) by Hendrik De Man 
to overcome the economic crisis; the plan is based on state-financed public works. In 1935 the Belgian Franc was 
devalued. By 1936, the economic situation had first considerably improved (unemployment rate 16.8 %, in 1937 even 
13.8 %) but then worsened again.  Antwerp hosted the World Expo in 1930, Brussels in 1935. 
 

The “ LILIAN BAELS ISSUE”  – Belgium falls apar t. 
 
29th August 1935 was a black day for both the Belgian population and its young king Leopold III: the beloved queen 
Astrid (formerly princess of Sweden), married to Leopold and mother of the Belgian princes Boudewijn, Albert and 
princess Josephine-Charlotte died in a tragic car accident in Küssnacht (Switserland).  But, live goes on and the young 
widower soon often spent time - playing golf and trying to forget his sorrow - in his villa in the seaside town of Knokke 
Het Zoute, built on a terrain that was presented to him by the family Lippens. 
 
It was there that Mary Lilian Baels crossed his path again (rumours were that she was 
introduced to Leopold by the queen-mother Elisabeth who wanted to bring some joy in the 
life of her mourning son).  They first met in 1933, when Leopold was still Crown Prince of 
Belgium. The students at the Institute of the Sacred Heart in Brussels, where Lilian was 
enrolled at the time, had been allowed to attend a military review conducted by King 
Albert, not far from the school. During the review, Prince Leopold, on horseback, paraded 
at the head of his battalion, saluting his father, the king. Following the ceremony, when the 
students in her class were given as homework the task of writing an essay on a topic of 
their choice, Lilian chose as her topic Prince Leopold… Lilian Baels was the sixth child of 
Hendrik Baels (born in Ostend), an ambitious politician who became minister and later (in 
1933) Governor of the province of West-Flanders.  Her mother was Anne Devisscher, 
daughter of the mayor of the village of Dentergem. 

 

 
Mary Lilian Baels. 

It was no doubt in the secluded environment of the royal villa in Het Zoute that the romance between Leopold and Lilian 
grew in secrecy.  Given the popularity of queen Astrid, a marriage so soon after her dead was simply out of the question.  
Furthermore, Lilian Baels, not being of royal blood – or even nobility – was not regarded as a suitable candidate to 
become queen of the Belgians.  However (as rumours go…) Lilian Baels’  (who is viewed – rightfully or not - by some 
historians as a mix of Rasputin and Madame du Barry) ambition was to become queen and we will never know if it was 
indeed she herself who spread (in October 1937) the rumour that a marriage between her and Leopold was eminent. If so, 
the events that were to follow were certainly no part of her plan and ambitions… 
 



Lilian’s ambition to marry Leopold and become queen of the Belgians became public knowledge at the worst possible 
point in time, both politically and economically.  The general elections of 24th May 1936 resulted in a major gain for the 
extremist political parties: 
 

- “Rex”  (a Fascist, anti-communist party under Degrelle) - from 0 to 21 seats in Parliament (plus 12 in the 
Senate…) 

- VNV (“Vlaams Nationaal Verbond” , a Flemish separation movement, under the party name “Vlaams Nationaal 
Blok”) - from 0 to 12 seats. 

- (at the other end of the scale) the Communist Party gained 8 seats. 
-  

After a conflict about the role of  Paul Van Zeeland (the Catholic prime minister) as former vice-governor of the National 
Bank, on 25th October 1937 the government resigned and subsequently no less than 7 politicians tried to form a new one 
and failed to do so. 
 
When the news of the assumed royal marriage was published in the press, both the extreme right and left political parties 
saw an opportunity to destabilize the country and called for the king to abdicate.  Each party had its own reasons: 
 

- Degrelle (REX-Wallonie) had wet dreams of himself ruling a fascist Belgium under the protection of his friends 
Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini, who already both supported him financially. 

 
- The Communist party had not yet forgotten the 23.5% of redundancy in 1933 (still 16.8% in 1937!) and urged its 

voters (and the socialist ones) to raise up in support of a “People’s Republic”  and to throw the establishment out.  
In fear of losing support, the Socialist Party (reluctantly, since she had ministers in the government) followed 
suit… 

 
- VNV – now a stronger party after having absorbed “REX-Flanders”  and the “Frontpartij”  - wanted to separate 

Flanders from Belgium.  Flanders would once more become a realm in its own right, with the Count of Flanders 
(prince Karel, younger brother to Leopold III) as its figurehead. 

 
If Prince Karel was part of the VNV set up or not is unclear, but as soon as 
the VNV declared its intentions, Leopold, Lilian and the children fled Het 
Zoute (situated at the Flemish coast), taking up residence in the Royal Palace 
of Laeken.  Fearing for their safety, Lilian’s parents accompanied them, thus 
leaving the Province of West-Flanders without a governor. 
Once in Brussels, Leopold addressed the people of Belgium in a radio 
broadcast, urging them to remain calm, to avoid internal conflict and risk the 
country falling apart.  His speech had the adverse effect: those who wanted 
him to abdicate saw this as a weakness and took to the streets, first for 
demonstrations only, but soon armed to the teeth, clashing with opponents in 
open battle. 
  

 
Leopold I I I  addressing the Belgian 

population in vain… 

Prince Karel - residing in his villa in Raversijde (near Ostend in West-Flanders) - now had little choice but to take matters 
in hand to avoid total chaos in the Flanders region.  Having no forces available to restore order, he pleaded with Edward 
VIII to send some troops to help stabilize the situation. 
This may seem odd, but it isn’ t: Karel had trained with and served in the Royal Navy (he still held the rank of honorary 
Lieutenant) and his relations with the British court were excellent.   
Not so his relations with his brother Leopold: they never liked each other very much (and that’s an understatement…) and 
just recently, Leopold had refused Karel the right to marry Jacqueline Wehrli because she wasn’ t of noble stock…  More 
needn’ t be said: Leopold ordered Karel to come to Brussels “ for his own safety” , but this remained no more than a token 
intention once the first British units arrived in Ostend by ferry.  Edward VIII indeed responded quickly and favourably to 
Karel’s cry for help. In view of his own situation, he was quite happy to send some regular army units whose loyalty he 
doubted across the Channel (and out of the way…) backed by a strong presence of B.U.F. militia, acting as some sort of 
political commissars (courtesy P.M. Mosley…). 
 
Camille Chautemps, P.M. of France was contacted by the Socialist party to intervene on its behalf in the south of 
Belgium, were workers had taken control over some coalmines, steel mills and weapon factories.  This demand was 
strongly supported by Léon Blum (former (and future) French P.M), but for the moment Chautemps only concentrated 
troops near the Belgian border, west of the Maginot Line, ready, willing and able to cross the border if need should arise.  
After all, France could ill afford not to support its socialist Walloon brothers, let alone allow the Brits or Nazis to take 
over… 
 



Hitler, well Hitler did nothing of the kind…  Things were going his way with strong fascist forces operating in the U.K. 
and in both regions of  Belgium.  He contended himself by publicly and loudly guaranteeing Belgian neutrality and at the 
same time secretly sending funds and arms to both the VNV and Rex. 
 
With still no government, Leopold  appointed Paul-Emile Janson as the first Belgian Liberal P.M since 1884 and 
deployed the units of the Belgian Army in barracks in the province of Brabant primarily on key positions around Brussels, 
whilst the people started taking up arms.  The king was de facto isolated in Brussels and civil war was about to break 
out… 
 

The Paul-Emile Janson government. 
Minister  of Name Party 
Prime minister Paul-Emile Janson Liberale Partij 
Foreign Office Pal-Henri Spaak Parti Ouvrier Belge 
Home Office Octave Dierckx Liberale Partij 
Justice Charles du Bus de Warneffe Katholieke partij 
Finance Hendrik De Man Belgische Werkliedenpartij 
Agriculture Hubert Pierlot Katholieke partij 
Public Works Joseph Merlot Parti Ouvrier Belge 
Work & Social Security Achille Delattre Parti Ouvrier Belge 
Commerce Philip Van Isacker Katholieke partij 
Education Julius Hoste Liberale Partij 
Traffic Hendrik Mark Katholieke partij 
Post, Telephone & Telegraph Désiré Boucherie Belgische Werkliedenpartij 
Defence Henri J. Denis Technician (not a politician) 
Colonies Edmond Rubbens Katholieke partij 
No department Prosper Poullet Katholieke partij 
Public Health Arthur Wauters Parti Ouvrier Belge 

 
 

 
THE BELGIAN ARMY IN 1937-38. 

ORDER OF BATTLE &  WEAPONS. 
 

 

According to our alternative history, Leopold III (in overall command of the Belgian Armed 
forces), flees his seaside villa in Knokke and takes refuge in the palace of Laken (Brussels).  
In order to stem an escalation of unrest in the land, he orders the army units to stay put and 
not leave their barracks, unless ordered directly by himself, to avoid confrontation with the 
civilian armed factions.  Only the regiments situated in Brussels are deployed in and around 
the capital to stop militias entering the city.  The Belgian Air Force is not only ordered not 
to fly any sorties, but also key components are removed from the planes’  engines and placed 
under guard to avoid military aircraft taking part in clashes between civil militias. Most 
aircraft in service were obsolete.  Belgium has no Navy in 1938.  Shortly after the armed 
civil unrest started to escalate, Leopold issued the infamous “ Laeken Address”  whereby he 
ordered regimental commanders to open fire on militias harassing civilians or damaging 
property.  This only made matters worse… 

   
Line regiments: In bar racks at: L ine regiments: In bar racks at: 
1e Linie + 3e Artillerie Verviers 8e linie + 5e Artillerie Turnhout 
2e Linie + 7e Artillerie Gent (Ghent) 9e Linie + 4e Artillerie Brussel 
3e Linie*  + 1e Artillerie*  Brugge (Bruges)   
4e Linie Brugge (Bruges) 11e Linie + 8e Artillerie Hasselt 
5e Linie + 2e Artillerie Antwerpen (Antwerp) 12e Linie + 3e Artillerie Liège 
6e Linie Antwerpen (Antwerp)   
7e Linie + 12e Artillerie Mechelen 14e Linie + 9e Artillerie Liège 

*Normally in barracks in Ostend, but withdrawn when the B.E.F. disembarked. 
Other  regiments: In bar racks at: Other  regiments: In bar racks at: 
1e Karabiniers + 6e Artil. Brussels 2e Cyclistes Verviers 
1e Grenadiers Brussels 3e Cyclistes Visé 



1eChasseurs + 11e Artil. Mons Limburgse Wielrijders*  Maaseik 
2e Chasseurs Charleroi 1ier Chasseurs Ardennais Arlon 
3e Chasseurs + 10e Artil. Doornik (Tournai) 2ième Chasseurs Ardennais Bastogne 
1e Cyclistes Eupen 3ième Chasseurs Ardennais Vielsalm 
*  = Limburg Cyclists’  regiment. 
Each regiment (between 400 and 2000 strong, commanded by a colonel or lt-colonel) consisted of 3 companies fusiliers, 
1 company heavy weapons (MG, mortars & antitank guns plus an artillery company) and a recce squadron on bikes. An 
infantry company (commanded by a captain) had a strength of 100-150 soldiers, divided in platoons (under a lieutenant or 
sergeant) of 20-40 soldiers.  Platoons might be subdivided in “escouades”  of 10 men under a sergeant or corporal.  
Commands were given in French, Flemish was not (yet) an official language in the Belgian Army in 1937… 
 

 
47mm antitank gun 

 

MG Browning FM35 

 

Heavy MG 
“ Maxim Lourde”  

 

 
76mm mortar FRC & 

Mauser 1935 rifle 
 
For internal security there were also 10.600 “Rijkswachters”  or “Gendarmes”  (national police units, trained and equipped 
as army units) spread around the country. 
 
 

 
75mm gun (of WWI French origin) 

 
120 mm gun 

 
tractor for 47mm gun 

 
 
Cavalry regiments: In bar racks at: Cavalry regiments: In bar racks at: 
1e Lansiers Aalst (Alost) 1e Gidsen Diest 
2e Lansiers Etterbeek 1e Jagers te Paard Leopoldsburg 
3e Lansiers Brasschaat 2e Jagers te Paard Mechelen (Malines) 
�
In 1937-’38 the cavalry was being motorised, so we leave it up to you to decide to deploy them (still) on horseback or 
aboard vehicles (a mix might also do well). 
Each (motorised) regiment had four T13 tanks and six T15 tanks and motorcycles (with or without sidecars)�
�

 
T13 tank (type I I I ) with 

47mm gun (types I  &  I I  had 
an open top) 

 
Seventy-five FT17-18 

” infantry tanks”  were still in 
service in 1938 

 
T15 tank with Hotchkiss 

13.2 mm MG 

 

 
FN type 12 – 1000cc 

  

 



The Belgian Air Force had only a limited number of (slightly outdated) aircraft ready for combat. 

 

Fairey Fox (140) 

 

Renard R31 (33) 

 

 

Gloster Gladiator I  (22) 

 

Morane Saulnier MS.230/236 
(23). 

 

Force Publique units. 
There were no FP units as such in Belgium, but a number of “évolués” (educated Congolese) were undergoing training in 
different NCO training centres (“School voor Onderofficieren”).  During to the confusion of Leopold’s flight to Brussels, 
some of these small units stayed with the army, but others were left to their fate and ended up fighting for the Socialists or 
Communists (attracted by promises of  a treatment socially equal to the whites) or the Right Wingers (simply because 
their commanding NCO or officer resigned his commission to take part in the war and they followed his orders, or they 
were promised the famous “Askari status” as was the case with the German WWI Schutztruppe). This happened both in 
Flanders and the Walloon region. The Congolese soldiers were wearing their typical FP uniforms in battle. 
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�

B.E.F. &  B.U.F. (Belgium – 1937-38). 
 

CHURCHILL AND ECNERWAL.  
The new age must begin “Hitler and Lawrence must meet" wrote Henry Williamson. Lawrence had been out of uniform 
for barely a month when press reporters besieged his cottage, Clouds Hill, Dorset. When was he going to see Hitler? Was 
he prepared to become a dictator of England? He avoided these awkward questions by leaving his abode and touring the 
West Country, but not before the press had physically attacked his cottage, throwing rocks at the roof and smashing the 
tiles. Lawrence had to use his fists on one man. Then the police brought in day and night protection. 
 
On 13 May 1935, he wheeled out his massive Brough Superior motorcycle for the last time and rode down to Bovington 
camp to send a telegram in reply to a letter received that morning from Henry Williamson, proposing the vital meeting 
with Adolf Hitler. The telegram of agreement was dispatched and then on the way back the accident happened. He was 
just 200 yards from the cottage. At least four witnesses saw it: two delivery boys on bicycles, an army corporal walking in 
the field by the road and the occupants of a black van heading toward Lawrence. After the crash the black van raced off 
down the road and the corporal ran over to the injured man who lay on the road with his face covered in blood. Almost 
immediately an army truck came along and Lawrence was put inside and taken to the camp hospital where a top security 
guard was imposed. Special "D" notices were put on all newspapers and the War Office took charge of all 
communications. 
Police from Special Branch sat by the bedside and guarded the door. No visitors were allowed. The cottage was raided 
and "turned over," many books and private papers were confiscated. Army intelligence interrogated the two boys for 
several hours. The corporal was instructed not to mention the van as being involved in the accident. Six days later 
Lawrence died and two days later an inquest was held under top security which lasted only two hours. The boys denied 
ever seeing a black van which contradicted the statement by the army corporal who was the principal witness. But no 
attempts were made to trace the vehicle and the jury gave a verdict of "accidental death." He was buried that same 
afternoon. 



Or at least, that’s as far as the fairy tale goes…  Indeed, a body – supposedly Lawrence -  was buried in his grave with a 
headstone that read “The hour is coming and now is when the dead shall hear the voice of the Son of God and they that 
hear shall live” .  The cryptic meaning of these words became clear a year later, at least for those who understood… 
 
When Edward VIII – advised to do so by P.M. Mosley – decided to react favourably to the plea for help of Karel, Count 
of Flanders, it was clear that a plausible reason was needed to send troops to Belgium.  Otherwise the international 
consequences (certainly the reaction of the French…) could prove to be disastrous.  So Mosley’s agents did their job well 
and, in a few days time, the British press alarmed the public that the unrest in Belgium would have a massive influence on 
British trade with the continent and traffic to it.  Therefore – “ to safeguard British interest”  – a High Commissioner for 
the Channel Ports would have to be appointed.  His main responsibility would be to keep the traffic between British and 
Belgian ports open “ for the good of the Empire” .  This would be done by stationing troops in Belgian seaside ports and an 
expeditionary force (soon named “ the Belgium Expeditionary Force”  or B.E.F.) was sent to Seabruges and Ostend 
aboard Channel ferries “ to guarantee free traffic”  but “not to get involved in Belgian  internal conflicts” . 
Mosley named Edward T. Ecnerwal as his candidate for the position of High Commissioner.  Ecnerwal had recently 
returned from civil service in India (at least this was the rumour, since no trace of him holding any government post there 
was found) and had quickly risen in the B.U.F. to Mosley’s inner circle, though up to now he had never made a public 
appearance.  The king however refused to assign a newcomer to such an important post and appointed his friend (and 
trusted supporter in the Wallis crisis) Winston Churchill instead. Edward agreed to a compromise with Mosley whereby 
the B.E.F. would be accompanied by strong elements of the B.U.F. commanded by the said Edward Ecnerwal. 
 
 

 

 
Edward T. Ecnerwal 

 

 
Sir Winston Churchill 

 

 
P.M. Oswald Mosley 

 

 
King Edward VI I I  

 
Once on Belgian soil, the B.E.F. was deployed in and around Seabruges and Ostend, securing the perimeter and 
controlling the ports.  Edward Ecnerwal and his B.U.F. militia made straight for the domain of Raversijde where Karel 
resided, to take the Count of Flanders “under their protection” .  The domain was sealed off and the labourers who 
accompanied the B.U.F. immediately started fortifying the grounds with trenches, bunkers and concrete gun positions. 
The next morning, VNV militia arrived to both help with the construction and to strengthen the ranks of the B.U.F. 
 

 

 
Domain of Raversijde – residence of Karel of Flanders 

 

 
A.T. gun emplacement at Raversijde 

 
 



 
 

 
Belgian 120mm gun (model 1931) emplacement at 

Raversijde 

 

 
Bunker complex at Raversijde 

 
B.E.F &   B.U.F.  
Both Mosley and the king had taken great care only to send over units to Belgium of which they doubted the loyalty to 
Edward and/or Mosley’s government, including remnants of some units from all over the crumbling empire stationed in 
Great Britain at the time.  These troops would be able to do the job at hand and were at the same time at a comfortable 
distance from areas of unrest in the U.K….  The B.E.F. was composed of a fair mix of infantry (both in old & new style 
uniforms), cavalry (with some tanks and armoured cars but also cavalry) and field artillery.  These units were never 
stronger than one company or one squadron from the same regiment and no officers above the rank of major were in 
command.  The naval vessels covering the force and the Belgian ports could also muster a number of landing parties. 
 All troops were under control of the High Commissioner (Churchill) who had HQ facilities for his staff both with the 
Royal High Command in the U.K. and in a hotel in Ostend.  Mosley thought he had it covered well, but the question 
remained if Churchill would stay loyal to the B.U.F. government, or would he once more try to form a “ King’s Party” , 
given the developments at home and the nucleus of an army at his disposal in Belgium?… 
The B.U.F. militia in Belgium is well equipped with motor transport and small arms (enough to arm a number of VNV 
units as well) and plenty of ammo and supplies.  By order of the British government (and much to the dislike of 
Churchill)  elements of the B.U.F. are nearly always mixed with B.E.F. units both on guard duty and in the field. 
To allow the British player(s) as much freedom as possible, the names of the B.E.F. units and commanders are left at 
their discretion as the number and types of R.N. vessels, though only a few destroyers and possibly a light cruiser might 
be present (but not all of the time).  

 
 

MORE FOREIGN MILITARY ACTIVITY IN BELGIUM (1937-38). 
 

Soon after the first clashes, both communists and socialists realized they would be 
no match in combat for the better organised and well armed fascist militias.  The 
communists could count on Stalin for arms and supplies, but these had to be 
smuggled in from the Soviet-Union and that was no mean feat.  Fortunately for the 
commies a new Soviet ambassador was due in Brussels. Instead of flying over he 
was to arrive in Antwerp as a passenger on a Polish liner, the SS Pulaski, packed 
with “agricultural machines”  and “small tools” .  The Dutch vessels guarding the 
Scheldt estuary were more than suspicious about the freighter, but didn’ t dare 
interfere because of the ambassador’s presence  on board… 

 
The SS Pulaski moored in the 

Antwerp docks. 
The vessel reached the port of Antwerp by night and the next morning the ambassador disembarked under the protection 
of a guard of honour of the 6th Linie. 
The soldiers stayed on to guard the ship whilst its cargo was disembarked.  The cargo carried proved indeed to be… 
tractors and small agricultural tools!  What very few people knew was that – during the previous night – there had been a 
lot of activity on both ship and quay by (communist) Antwerp dockworkers loading huge crates on a two waiting trains, 
manned by comrades, which – once loaded – disappeared in the night with destination unknown, as did most of the many 
young male passengers of the SS Pulaski… 



The socialist had no daddy Stalin to count on, so instead 
they turned to Camille Chautemps, P.M. of France for help 
and were lucky to gain the support of Léon Blum (former 
(and future) French P.M).  However, the French could not 
find as fine an excuse as the English did to cross the border 
and could only move troops up to a few miles of the nearest 
Belgian towns.  This did not stop them from smuggling 
arms into Belgium and in the hands of the socialist militias, 
but it was clear that more was needed if the Belgian 
socialists would stand a chance in battles to come.  “Unités 
Phantômes”  was one possible solution, but the French came 
up with another one: the “Groupe d’  Intervention Rapide” 
(G.I.R. – “Fast Intervention Group”  or F.I.G. in English) a 
combined arms combat command with elements of the 
Foreign Legion under a dashing colonel by the name of 
Charles de Gaulle.  Purpose of the F.I.G. was to swiftly 
cross the border, intervene and secure key targets prior to 
more French troops arriving, once there were no other 
option left.  De Gaulle had been studying this sort of 
operations for years, but for the moment all uniformed 
French troops (including the F.I.G). remained peacefully 
encamped south of the Belgian border… 

 

 
Le colonel  Charles de Gaulle (right) 

 
 

 
The unnamed Oberst in the area 

of Eupen, leading his Greif 
formation in a PzKw I I . 

Although Hitler had personally guaranteed Belgian neutrality, there was one major 
incident (“die Affäre Greif”  – or “ the Greif incident”  as it was called in Germany) that 
extremely annoyed the Führer (or so it seemed…). 
Shortly after Leopold had retreated to Brussels, there were rumours in the German 
speaking part of Belgium (the Ostkantone) that a German combat formation had 
crossed the border to reclaim the Ostkantone for the 3rd Reich.  There were indeed 
reports of well-armed German units (tanks, armoured cars, infantry and some 
artillery) in the region of Eupen-Malmedy, lead by an Oberst (col.), pushing steadily 
south-westwards and greeted by the population as liberators.  However, their joy was 
short lived, since the men they welcomed so heartily did distribute chocolates and 
Schnapps, but then disappeared again soon after. 
In a phone call (of which there is no written record) to the Belgian prime minister, 
Hitler personally denied having anything to do with this awful show and stated firmly 
that all members of this supposed “Greif Legion”  (as it was called) would be punished 
severely upon their return to the Reich, but that he did not intend to send a force 
across the Belgian border to catch the villains (he did guarantee Belgian neutrality, 
didn’ t he?…).  The troops had no doubt crossed the border by mistake and the OKW 
was investigating the matter, Hitler added.  Only, they did not return, but after leaving 
the Ostkantone, they seem to have vanished into thin air… 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



POLITICAL PARTIES AND REGIONAL MILITIAS (BELGIUM 1937-’38). 
 

“ SPOOK PLATOONS”  – “ SPOOK-EENHEDEN”  – “ UNITÉS FANTÔMES” . 
“Spook Platoons”  are not really militia at all…  From the start of the civil war it was clear that in many cases the militia 
(of whatever faction) was not up to the task at hand: objectives had to be taken (and often held) and logistics taken into 
account; all this by part-time fighters who were not (yet) really up to the job, their enthusiasm often being rewarded by 
getting wounded (or worse, killed).  Since the British troops were supposedly only occupying the Channel ports to protect 
their ferries, goods and persons carried, the French troops were “ just securing the border”  and the Belgian Army and Air 
Force were either confined to barracks or grounded, it was obvious that another solution had to be found to support one 
party or the other by regular units. 
It remains unclear who was the first to have regular units changing from uniform to civilian clothing, but soon all three 
regular forces (Belgians, British & French) deployed small units in battles of their own as well as in aid of the faction(s) 
they supported.  The name “Spook Platoons”  originated from the fact that these units always took there dead and 
wounded with them, and if bodies were left behind they made sure there was no way to trace them back to their 
employers.  The one thing (sometimes) left behind was abandoned transport or the odd artillery piece…  British “Spook 
Platoons”  were always accompanied by Flemish interpreters for contact with the public, should need arise.  The French 
“Unités Fântomes”  (in support of the Walloons) obviously did not have the same problem, both speaking French.  The 
matter was taken further when aircraft (in civilian use) were (re)armed and crewed by army pilots. 
Since both British, French and Belgian regular forces are involved in this civil war, it is likely that not all gamers 
interested in the subject have access to these miniature armies, whereas figures of armed civilians are simply a must to 
game the theme.  This is the reason for introducing the “ Spook Platoons” : they allow for scenarios involving  regulars 
(disguised as civilians) without having to have the exact figures at hand.  

 
EXTREME RIGHT IN FRENCH SPEAKING BELGIUM 1919-1937. 

 
Even before Léon Degrelle founded REX in 1936, many extreme right organisations were active in 
the French speaking part of the country.  At that time, all were very patriotic, Belgium-minded and 
supported monarchy.  After the end of WW1, many former combatants were united in so called 
“Fraternelles”  (brotherhoods) to continue the traditions of the old regiments from the trenches on the 
western front and comparable to the German “Freikorps”  roaming Germany in 1918-19.  On the 
“ IJzer-front”  nearly 27,000 Belgian soldiers were killed – 13,000 already prior to November 1914. 
The numerous “Fraternelles”  cared in the first place for the financial, material and social needs of 
the WW1 veterans and were united in the UFAC (Union des Fraternelles de l’Armée – in Dutch the 
VOV or Vereniging van de Verbroederingen van het Veldleger).  The ideology of the UFAC-top was 
definitely anti-communist, anti-democratic and anti-Flemish. 
The Fraternelles had a major influence on the army and the Rijkswacht (Gendarmes).  Just the 
Vuurskruisers Fraternelle alone had no less than 35,000 members.  In 1933 the (ret.) colonel Louis 
Louvau was elected president of the Fraternelles, with Viscount Roger d’Hendecourt (head of the 
anti-communist organisation Action et Civilisation) as his second.  Both were important links 
between the army staff, the UFAC and the Légion Nationale.  Extreme right officers (both army & 
Rijkswacht) soon occupied all leading posts in the Fraternelles and the UFAC tried (at the height of 
the political and economical crisis in 1935-36) to dismiss parliament, in cooperation with several 
extreme rightwing organisations and militias.  The Fraternelles were a prime recruiting ground for 
many right wing militias. 

 
The “ Vuurkruis”   

or “ Croix de 
Feu”  medal 

awarded to all 
soldiers who 

fought in WW1. 

 
LA LEGION NATIONALE. 
Founded and headed by lawyer (and colonel in the army) Paul Hoornaert  (Liège) and Breugelmans 
in the same year Mussolini came to power in Italy.  The LN played a major part in the coup of 1936.  
This strong group had over 5,000 members with chapters all over the country (even in Flanders). 
Other leaders: Louis Louvau (col. – Mons), Viscount d’Hendecourt, Paul Ouwerx (cpt. – Charleroi), 
Philippe Oldenneel (Limburg), Georges Vigneron (col de la Gendarmerie – Brussels/Liège), Joris 
Desbonnet (major – Mons) and Marcel Dessy – lt. – Liège). 
The coup-gone-wrong was to be executed on 25th October 1936 (day of remembrance of WWI 
veterans in Brussels) and Léon Degrelle had organised a “march on Brussels”  with “250,000 Rexists 
taking part” .  The idea was to take parliament and dissolve it. The government did all in its power to 
stop the manifestation and in the end, only about 5,000 showed up and the coup failed.  The Rexists 
were dispersed by a police charge, Degrelle was arrested and fined a… traffic ticket! 
At the start of the civil war it remains unclear if “ la Légion Nationale”  will continue to support the 
king (but certainly not the current government) or side with REX.  

�

�
Helmet insigna of 

the Légion 
Nationale 

  



REX. 
REX was founded in the early 1930’s as a catholic students club around the student magazine “XX 
Siècle”  (20th century).  The young student Léon Degrelle soon emerged as its leader.  He developed 
the club into an authoritarian movement against communism and leaning towards Italian fascism.  
In 1936 REX became a political party under Degrelle who was disappointed in the catholic 
politicians and the clergy who did not care enough for the well-being of the workers.  There was 
also a Flemish branch (“REX Vlaanderen”), under Paul de Mont, but shortly after the start of the 
civil war this branch was absorbed by the VNV.  REX did very well amongst the Walloon small 
businessmen, clerks and small farmers.  Degrelle, convinced that the era of democracy was over, 
took part in the general elections with great success: REX gained 33 seats in parliament en 12 in the 
senate.  REX Vlaanderen obtained 72,000 votes (7%).  Between August 1936 and May 1937 REX 
received a monthly allowance of 250,000 Lire (after Degrelle had paid a visit to Mussolini) and 
100,000 Reichsmark after meeting Hitler in September 1936.  REX  signed a pact with the VNV in 
1936, but this was ended by the time the civil war broke out. 
The REX militia is called “ les Formations de Combat”  or FC (combat formations), brainchild of 
Degrelle and Jean Robert Debbaudt.  Their designation was “Groupe …” (followed by the name 
of the local leader, e.g. “Groupe Funcken”  in Namur. 
Commander-in-chief: 
Léon Degrelle 
Assistant commanders: 
Jean Paul Jaye 
Duquesne (Charleroi) 
Cheron (Liège) 

Local commanders : 
Jules Funcken & Pirmoli (Namur) 
Fisette (Charleroi) 
Henri Merlot & Sceauflair (Mons) 
Jacques Lefèvre & Charles Lambinon (Liège) 

Léon Degrelle, originally a member of the Catholic Party, made a swing to the political  right 
when he founded REX.  At the time of the “ Lilian Baels issue”  he thought the moment had come 
to dispose of the monarchy and to make Belgium a fascist state (with himself as the great 
leader…).  Needless to say he was very disappointed by the fact that the VNV chose to create an 
independent Flanders. Once it was clear that the VNV supports the idea of a Flemish State, he 
opts for an independent fascist’  Walloon state firmly embedded in the 3rd Reich.  Flanders would 
be absorbed later one way or the other...    

 
Léon Degrelle 
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EXTREME RIGHT IN DUTCH SPEAKING BELGIUM 1937-38. 

 
VLAAMS NATIONAAL VERBOND (VNV) – FLEMISH NATIONALIST UNION. 
Staf De Clercq, leader of the VNV, signs a pact with Leon Degrelle (REX) in 1936 to cooperate 
with “REX Vlaanderen”  (the Flemish wing of the REX party).  De Clercq (formerly a member of 
the “Frontpartij” ) was not re-elected in parliament in 1932 and thereafter tried to unite all 
nationalist factions in Flanders.  Finally he succeeded, but had to take into account the differences 
between the factions, going from moderate to fierce right wingers.  The program of the union was 
published on 8th October 1933, this compromise slightly favouring the radical members.  The 
ultimate goal of this union was first Flemish independence, and henceforth to re-unite all the 
provinces of the 18th C. Netherlands, including Holland and parts of Northern France (French 
Flanders).  De Clercq baptised himself “Den Leider”  (the Leader).  During the elections of 1936, 
VNV took part for the first time under the name of “Vlaams Nationaal Blok”  (Flemish National 
Block) and gained 16 seats in parliament.  Since REX gained 21 seats and 12 in the senate, the 
“Belgische Werkliedenpartij”  (socialist Belgian Workers Party) made a point of antifascism in its 
program. 
As from 1937, the VNV receives a monthly allowance (the 
equivalent of  5000 Euros) from the German ministry of 
propaganda.The VNV militia is called “de Dietse Militie”  or “de 
Zwarte Brigade”  (“Black Brigade” , formerly “Grey Brigade”). 
Commanders are: 
Reimond Tollenaere (commander-general) - Frans Daels 
(Aalst – Alost) - Edgar Delvo (Hasselt) - Jerome Leuridan 
(Bruges) - Jan Timmermans (Antwerp)  

Black Brigade uniform 
The ultimate goal of the VNV is Flemish autonomy as an independent state, hence the cry of the 
VNV: “ Leopold must abdicate!” , “ Flanders independent!”  (to be ruled by the Count of Flanders, 
prince Karel). Soon after the outbreak of the civil war, “ REX Vlaanderen”  ceases to exist and is 
absorbed by the VNV.  
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VERDINASO.  



Joris Van Severen entered the political scene after WWI as a member of the “Frontpartij” .  He was 
elected in 1921 and created VERDINASO on 6th October 1931.  VERDINASO (Verbond van Diets 
Nationaal Solidaristen – Union of Dutch/Flemish Solidarity) was not a political party but a 
movement to (re)unite all Dutch or Flemish speaking people in one country, much the size of the 
later BENELUX and French Flanders combined.  VERDINASO was very much orientated towards 
Mussolini and the Italian fascist party (even receiving financial support from Italy).  VERDINASO 
was allied with the VNV, but remained independent.  The Dutch government, trying to stay out of 
the Belgian civil war, ordered Pieter Geyl and his followers (Dutch sister movement of 
VERDINASO) to leave Van Severen be.  Geyl (seemingly) obeyed but combat teams were sent to 
Zeeland (region between the Scheldt and the border with Belgium) and Dutch troops were deployed 
there too to prevent Belgian militias from entering Dutch territory and visa versa. To avoid further 
involvement, The Scheldt up to the Belgian border was declared an “open waterway”  by the Dutch 
government, but neither troops (except the Belgian army) nor warships were allowed to make use of 
the river or they would be regarded as invaders and dealt with, though blockade runners were a 
frequent phenomenon. 
The VERDINASO militia is called “de Dietse Wacht”  or “Dietse 
Militanten Orde”  (“Diets Guard”  or “Diets Militant Order” , Diets 
meaning being of Dutch/Flemish origin) with a distinctive green 
uniform and ditto cap.  This militia was well organised and 
commanded by men with military experience (Belgian officers): 
Antwerp: Herman Verrijdt, Frans Tack & Adriaan Van 
Coppenolle. 
Sint-Niklaas: Jef Van De Wiele 
Mechelen: Frans Michaud 
Brussels: Benoni Nagels 
Hasselt: Louis Reekmans 

 

 
DMO cap 

The ultimate goal of VERDINASO is to mould Belgium, Holland, Luxemburg and French 
Flanders in one country, but Van Severen will settle for the VNV “ County of Flanders”  for 
starters, but is likely to be on collision course with the VNV once further unification will be 
discussed, but that isn’ t the order of the day yet…  
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EXTREME LEFT &  LEFT IN BELGIUM 1937-38. 
 
 
THE 1936 STRIKE. 
With the 1936 election, the 3 main traditional parties lost 17% (5% of which lost by the BWP).  KPB, REX and VNV 
were the winners.  In Antwerp two socialist propagandists were murdered by fascists.  On the day of the funeral, this 
resulted in a 24 hours strike by the dockworkers.  One week later they went on strike again (this time with demands to 
better their station), followed by the diamond workers in Antwerp.  The fire spread to Liège where in Herstal the FN arms 
factory was seized and occupied by the workers.  The workers’  actions were met with reprisals and although the socialist 
and Christian-democrats tried to intervene, a general strike was on. 

  
(Left) mounted Gendarmes & (right) police on patrol in Liège during the 1936 strike. 

 
The strike of June 1936 was no doubt influenced by the fierce strike in France, but even more so by the political situation 
in Belgium: the workers were very disappointed by the results of the general election and wanted to halt fascist 
expansion.  They were also extremely displeased with their living circumstances that had not improved since the end of 
the crisis, whereas the mill owners had gained a lot from the improving economic situation. The strikes were at their 
fiercest in the steel & coal industries (in the region called the Borinage). 
  
 



THE COMMUNIST PARTY IN BELGIUM (KPB – PCB) 1937-38. 
Proir to 1920 there were a number of small communist groups active in Belgium, operating each on its own.  In 1920 they 
were united as the “Parti Communiste de Belgique”  under the leadership of Edoaurd (“War” ) Van Overstraeten (a Flemish 
artist from the town of Wetteren).  In 1921 the PCB attracts a group of BWP-dissidents (KPB – “Kommunistische Partij 
België”) lead by Joseph Jacquemotte and is renamed KPB-PCB.  In 1925 both leaders gain a seat in parliament. 
In 1928 tensions between both groups grow (by interference of Stalin) and the anti-parliamentarian group of Van 
Overstraeten must give way to the pragmatic Jacquemotte.  Van Overstreaten has to leave the party and his supporters 
have to give up key positions.  The party will – from now on – be absolutely loyal to the Soviet-Union.  After making a 
strong presence during the fierce strike in the Borinage, the communists gained a lot of support with the workers and the 
KPB-PCB raises troops for the International Brigades in Spain - between 2,000 – 2,500 strong (socialists & communists). 
The ultimate goal of the communists is to reshape Belgium in a communist state with the help of Stalin.  Help will be 
plentiful, since Stalin knows very well that the possibility of a fascist Belgium, serving as a link between the 3rd Reich 
and fascist Britain, is a must to avoid.  The Belgian “ Red Brigades”  are born, hundreds of workers take up arms… 

 
THE SOCIALIST PARTY IN BELGIUM (BWP – POB) 1937-38. 
The “Belgische Werkliedenpartij”  (or “Parti Ouvrier Belge”  in French) was in a tight spot: many of its members were still 
not satisfied with the results gained from the general strike, but the (new) government Janson counted no less than 6 
socialist ministers out of 16, so there could be no question of an open alliance with the communists against the king…   
However, socialist leaders soon found an excuse to form their own militias by considering the possibility that VNV and 
REX might want to try to take over industrial complexes, since the army was kept out of the conflict by the king  - and 
factories, coalmines and mills would need protection from Degrelle and his likes.  The elder members (“Pioneers”) of 
the “Rode Valken”  (“Faucons Rouges”  – “Red Falcons”) and the “Socialistische Jonge Wacht”  were stiffened by scores 
of workers and ex-International Brigades members and formed into the “Red Falcon Brigades”  to act as a counterweight 
against the communist “Red Brigades”  without having to compromise socialist members in the government. 

 
“ Red Falcon Brigade”  propaganda & combat team. 
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THE LIBERAL PARTY IN BELGIUM 1937-38. 

 

The Liberal Party has suffered a major defeat in the 1936 election and has fallen back to just 12.4% of the votes.  It 
looked like Liberalism had no future in Belgium, but since the Catholics couldn’ t succeed in forming a government, a 
compromise PM figure was found in the Liberal Paul-Emile Janson. 

Since both the PM and the minister of the interior were Liberals, liberal militias were totally out of the question, though 
some prominent members of the party formed their own small combat units (as many other people with the proper 
means did), but these were only of local importance.  

 

 

 

 



THE CATHOLIC PARTY IN BELGIUM 1937-38. 

 

The general election of 1936 results in substantial losses for all 3 parties making up the government, but the Catholic 
Party suffers the most with a loss of 16 seats.  This strengthens the federal faction in the Flemish wing of the party and the 
cry for more regional autonomy has to be taken into consideration if one is to counter the fascist victors of the election.  
The “Katholieke Unie”  (Catholic Union) is replaced by the “Catholic Block”  with a Flemish wing called the “Katholieke 
Vlaamse Volkspartij”  (KVV) and a Walloon wing called the “Parti Catholique Social” . 

Both catholic parties suffered from the same problem as the socialists: they had 6 ministers in the new Janson 
government and could not afford to form militias directly linked to their parties.  During a secret meeting between 
party-officials and Cardinal Van Roey, the issue was discussed.  Van Roey was certainly not a warmonger, but realised 
the need to defend catholic property and the property of Catholics and agreed to instruct his bishops to form defence 
units, recruiting  from the KAJ (“ Katholieke ArbeidersJeugd”  (Catholic Young Workers) or “ Kajotters” ) - in French 
the JOC (” Jeunesse Ouvrière Chrétienne” ) – plus whatever good catholic souls who could be inspired to take up arms.  
Many farmers and other people from rural areas (where the church had much influence) answered the call to arms and 
formed infantry and mounted (on horses or bikes)  volunteer infantry units.  Most of these units were commanded by 
young or middle aged clergymen (the latter often with WWI combat experience).  Most of the Kajotters’  ultimate goal 
was to be part of the Cardinal’s Guard with its smart uniforms and prestige. 

These “Kajotters”  (as the catholic militias were all soon called) were commanded by their bishops, operational staff & 
field commanders, usually priests: 
Bruges: Henricus Lamiroy (1883 – 1952) 
Doornik (Tournai): Gaston Antoine Rasneur (1874 – 1939) 
Ghent: Honoré-Jozef Coppieters (1874 - 1947) 
Liège: Lodewijk-Jozef Kerkhofs (1878 – 1962) 
Malines-Brussels: Jozef Kardinaal Van Roey (1874 –1964) 
Namur: Ludovicus Heylen (1856 – 1941)The Catholic Church was in favour of the monarchy as long as it formed a stable 
base she could embed in and thrive on, so it would support the king as long as he succeeded in uniting the country.  If not, 
the Church would look at “other alternatives”  as long as the “ reds”  could be kept in check.  Should communists/socialists 
prevail they would find a bitter enemy in the armed forces of the Church, probably in league with extreme right… 

 

 

The civil war did not only divide  country and people, it also came with all the discomforts (and worse things…) of war.  
Food became scarcer (especially in the cities), gasoline was not available in abundance, cars, trucks and horses were 
commandeered etc.  Profiteering and the black market flourished and with it the urge to protect ones property against 
whoever might want to steal or damage it.  People with a common interest (be it food, their homes, property,  the 
protection of their families etc) started to get organised in smaller or larger units, often just armed with pitchforks and 
scythes alongside a rare firearm.  There is no way we can describe all of these (often colourful, both in name, appearance 
and purpose!) here, but some are mentioned per province elsewhere in this source document.  In other words: this  is up 
to your imagination… 

LOCAL MILITIAS – BELGIUM 1937-38. 

1937 ATLAS OF BELGIUM – DETAILED INFORMATION ON THE PROVINCES. 
MAPS ORIGINATE FROM THE 1938 ATLAS OF THE NEWSPAPER “ DE DAG”  (ANTWERP). 
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