
MAP OF THE PROVINCE OF WEST-FLANDERS (1938). 

 



THE PROVINCE OF WEST-FLANDERS IN 1937-38. 
 
The area of province of West-Flanders covers 3,234 km2, with 946,862 inhabitants (292 per km2).  Economic activities 
are mostly agricultural wheat, grain, potatoes, hops, flax, tobacco, clover etc.  The live stock farms from around Veurne 
are famous.  The whole province, with the exception of a few hills in the south (the “Kemmelberg”  – 156m) is flat.  There 
is no mineral wealth. 
 
MAIN TOWNS &  (IN)FAMOUS LOCAL MILITIAS. 
Bruges/Seabruges: capital of the province (52,000 
inhabitants).  Once called the “Venice of the North” , since 
during the Middle Ages Bruges was the most important 
trade centre in Flanders.  Nowadays, the historic town with 
its museums mainly attracts tourists.  Economy: Bruges is 
best known for the production of lace, tapestries, brooms, 
sailcloth and vegetables. 
The outbreak of civil unrest was not a welcome event for 
most of the inhabitants of Bruges.  Not only was it very 
bad for business because the tourists stopped coming to 
Belgium, but if things went wrong any further (B.E.F. & 
B.U.F. being close at hand and several Belgian army 
regiments had fallen back on the city’s barracks) it was 
likely that the city would be besieged and many (if not 
most)  of its historical buildings would be damaged or  
destroyed by the ensuing battle(s), certainly now that the 
governor had fled to Brussels with his daughter and king 
Leopold.  The Major of the town, Victor ridder Van 
Hoestenberghe (1868 – 1960) (Catholic party), decided 
therefore to declare Bruges an “ open city”  where no 
brawls or battles between the warring factions would be 
tolerated.  The Bruges police force was to small to 
enforce this and therefore the “ Breydel Burgerwacht”  
(“ Breydel Civil Guard” ) militia – commanded by the 
Major – was formed.  This militia was named after Jan 
Breydel, a famous leader during the 1302 war with 
France.  Question remains if this force (mainly composed 
of traders, shopkeepers and civil servants) would hold out 
if B.E.F. & B.U.F. were to close in… 

 
Flag of the “ Breydel Burgerwacht”   

 

 
De “ Ezelpoort” , one of Bruges’  four remaining 

 medieval town gates. 
 
 

 
Typical view of  the medieval town of Bruges. 

 
Ostend: (48,000 inhabitants).  This town is nicknamed 
“Queen of the Sea Resorts”  with its large seaside 
promenade with beautiful hotels, baths, a racing track, and a 
mariners academy.  Ostend connects Great Britain to 
continental Europe via the ferries to Dover.  Economy: 
fishing, oysters and the manufacturing of nets and ropes for 
use on board the fishing fleet.  At the start of the civil war, 
both B.E.F. and B.U.F. units occupy Ostend. 
 
Tielt: (11,000 inhabitants).  A trade centre for canvas, 
cloth, shoes and agricultural products. 
Poper inge: (12,000 inhabitants).  Growing of and trading in 
hops. 
 

 

 
The Ostend railway station (situated in the harbour). 

 
 



Cour trai (Kortr ij k): (39,000 inhabitants).  The centre of 
flax trade (the town is known worldwide for its fine linen).  
In the Church of the Holy Mother 700 golden spurs are 
displayed that were taken from the French knights after they 
were defeated by the Flemish in 1302 (“Battle of the 
Golden Spurs” ). 
 
Veurne: (7,300 inhabitants).  This town trades in hops, 
horses and grain.  The surrounding villages are known for 
their dairy products and quality lifestock 

Roeselare: (27,000 inhabitants).  Again a quiet flax town, 
linen, tapestry and brooms are produced. 
 
Ypres (Ieper): (15,000 inhabitants).  This town needs no 
introduction.  It is one of the main objectives of the B.E.F. 
to occupy Ypres in order to protect the scores of British 
WWI cemeteries there.  Main trade is in lace and cotton 
fabrics. 
 
Air fields in West-Vlaanderen: Knokke & Wevelgem 
(Courtrai). 

 
Diksmuide: (3,000 inhabitants).  Lifestock &, butter 
production.  The town is famous for the “ IJzertoren”  
(tower of the IJser) where each year a pilgrimage takes 
place in August to remember the Belgian soldiers fallen in 
WWI and to plea for Flemish autonomy.  1928 saw the start 
of the construction works for the 50 m high IJzer Tower: 
the IJzer Cross. 
On the 24 August 1930, the year in which Belgium 
celebrated its centenary, the IJzer Tower was inaugurated. 
Belgianist George Labrique flew his little airplane over the 
terrain of the Pilgrimage and threw out provocative 
pamflets, causing serious riots in the city of Diksmuide. 
From 1930 on, Flemish war victims were buried in the 
crypt: Renaat De Rudder, Joe English, Frans and Edward 
Van Raemdonck, Frans Van der Linden, Firmin Deprez, 
Frans Kusters, Bert Willems, Juul De Winde. The Walloon 
soldier Amé Fiévez was buried here too, together in one 
coffin with the Van Raemdonck Brothers.  
The crypt also contains a tombstone ‘For all who fell for 
Flanders’ .  The ‘Kruis van Nieuwpoort’  (Nieuwpoort Cross) 
was saved although town and port were totally destroyed.  
The bell ‘Nele’  is the big bell of the IJzer Tower.  The 
Merkem stone is an old sink stone from the destroyed front 
village. During a night operation of Flemish soldiers in 
World War I, demanding the application of the language 
laws, they wrote on the stone “Hier ons bloed, wanneer ons 
recht”  (Here our blood, when do we get our rights). 
Two kilometers from the IJzer Tower, the “Dodengang”  is 
situated.  One of the last intact remnants of the Belgian 
front line, it is soon being restored and extended in the 
direction of the IJzer Tower by the “Kruisridders”  (Knights 
of the Cross) militia.  The ultimate goal is to enclose 
Diksmuide and the IJzer Tower in a fortified ring, to protect 
the holy grounds. 
The “ Frontpartij”  had been absorbed by the VNV, but not 
all former party members felt at home there.  Shortly after 
Leopold III had returned to Brussels, some ex-Frontparty 
members (former army officers to be precise) founded the 
“ Kruisridders”  (Knights of the Cross), attracting many  
who fought in the trenches during WWI ) to their ranks 
(hence the name, derived from the “ Vuurkruisers” , those 
who received the “ Cross of Fire”  medal for fighting for 
Belgium).  Ex- officers joining this powerful militia are 
called “ ridders”  (knights) and ex-NCO’s “ sergeants” .  
The initial goal was simply to protect the IJzer Tower 
monument against the perils of the civil war, but amongst 
the growing numbers who joined, the idea to play a more   

 

 
The IJzer Tower at Diksmuide 

 

 
De “ Dodengang” (Corridor of Death) at Diksmuide 

 
important role in events to happen soon ripened.  
Although very much focused on equal rights for Flanders 
& the Flemish people and the acceptance  of Flemish as a 
language equal to French  in Belgium, the “ Kruisridders”  
are not against the king, at least as long as he stays 
neutral and does not tread on Flemish toes… 
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Flag of the Kruisridders  

 
 



Nieuwpoort: (5,000 inhabitants).  Manufacturing of ropes 
and fishing nets.  Nieuwpoort is also a fishing port. 
The Belgian fishing fleet counts around 500 vessels, 
spread over several fishing ports.  When the B.E.F. 
occupied Ostend and Seabruges, the larger fishing vessels 
were moored under guard and some even confiscated for 
use by the Royal Navy.  A number managed to escape and 
join the fishing fleet of Nieuwpoort, fearing the arrival of 
the Royal Navy.  And come the R.N. did: one sunny 
morning several patrol craft, a few small submarines and 
a tramp steamer arrived under a white flag off the 
Nieuwpoort harbour.  The inhabitants of Nieuwpoort 
thought this was the end and prepared to surrender. 
However, the white flag was no a prelude to occupation: 
these British  sailors were  socialists and communists 
fleeing their country , seeking a save haven,  after having 
seized whatever boats they could lay their hands on.  An 
alliance of mutual benefit with the poor Belgian fishermen 
was soon forged and the combined force became known 
as the “ Nieuwpoortse Boekaniers”  (Nieuport 
Buccaneers” ).    

Some of the larger Belgian fishing vessels were armed 
with machine guns and light cannon; mines were laid and 
the small renegade submarines patrolled the shores.  
Clearly this was something Mosley’s government couldn’ t 
tolerate and an aging cruiser and two destroyers were 
sent to flatten the pirates’  nest with disastrous result (be it 
for Mosley…): the Buccaneers’  submarines torpedoed 
and sank the cruiser and the ragtag pirate fleet chased off 
the destroyers whilst these tried to pick up survivors from 
the cruiser.  One destroyer hit a mine and sank in less 
than a minute, the other leaped back across the Channel, 
covered by a smokescreen.  The Nieuport Buccaneers had 
proved to be  a coastal force to reckon with! 
 

 
Nieuport Buccaneers flag 

  
 
THE PORTS  OF SEABRUGES (ZEEBRUGGE), BRUGES (insert) AND OSTEND. 
 

 
 

 
 

Port of Seabruges (Zeebrugge): In 1937 2060 vessels (a 
total of 2.266.000 ton capacity) docked in the port of 
Seabruges.  25 of these had a draught of 7.5 meters or more.  
Around 30.000 passengers/year leave or enter the country 
by this port.  The ferries to and from Harwich have 
transported no less than 181,574 train wagons between 
1924 and 1937.  Seabruges also has a thriving fishing port.  
The insert shows the port of Brugge (Bruges), connected to 
Seabruges by the “ZEEKANAAL NAAR BRUGGE” (sea 
channel to Bruges). 
Port of Ostend: The port of Ostend is the main fishing port 
of Belgium, but also home to the Dover-Ostend ferries (3 
hours crossing).  The Belgian fishing fleet totals around 500 
boats, spread around several fishing ports. 

 

 
A Nieuwpoort Buccanneers vessel 

destroyed by the Royal Navy. 

 


