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Abandoned in Belgium

• The morning of November 13, 1918

• Carl von Lumm and the human complexity of war

• Setting the arc: civilians, occupiers, and resilience



The Morning of November 13, 1918

Liberation
The German Generalgouvernement packed its bags overnight and departed by train. Brussels erupted — bells 
rang, streets filled, and four years of foreign occupation came to an abrupt end.

A Moment of Relief
After years of foreign soldiers on their streets, foreign officials in their buildings, and foreign officers in their 
homes, Belgium was suddenly, almost unbelievably, free.

A Complicated Freedom
Yet Carl von Lumm, head of the Banking Division of the occupation bureaucracy, stood stranded on a train 
platform with 100 staff — abandoned by his own government in a city that no longer welcomed him.



“
War is not only fought on battlefields. It is lived — in 

streets and offices and kitchens and government buildings 
— by ordinary people on every side.
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How Did Belgium Get Here?

• Belgium in 1914: a remarkable success story

• The Schlieffen Plan and the violation of neutrality

• The fall of a nation in weeks



Belgium in 1914: A Remarkable Success Story

Economic Powerhouse
Smaller than West Virginia, yet the world’s sixth -largest economy — with coal mines, steel mills, textile 
factories, and a sophisticated banking system.

Guaranteed Neutrality
The Treaty of London (1839) declared Belgium permanently neutral, guaranteed by Prussia, France, Britain, 
Austria, and Russia. A buffer zone no one would touch.

Geographic Nerve Center
Nestled between France, Germany, Britain, and the Netherlands, Belgium occupied the most strategically 
sensitive position in European geopolitics.

75 Years of Peace
The neutrality guarantee held for 75 years. It shattered on August 4, 1914.



The Schlieffen Plan

Germany’s Two-Front Fear
The nightmare scenario: France to the west, Russia to the east. The solution was to knock out France first, 
before Russia could mobilize.

Belgium as a Corridor
Rather than attack through the fortified French border, German forces would sweep through Belgium — a 
quicker, more open route — then wheel south to encircle Paris in six weeks.

The Ultimatum
On August 2, 1914, Germany demanded free passage. King Albert I refused: ‘Belgium is a nation, not a road.’ 
On August 4, Germany invaded anyway.

The Scrap of Paper
Britain entered the war that same day, honoring the 1839 treaty. Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg dismissed it as 
a mere ‘scrap of paper’ — pulling the British Empire into the conflict.



The Fall of Belgium

Liège Falls (August 7)
The fortress city fell after aerial bombardment — one of the first uses of that technology in warfare.

Brussels Falls (August 20)
The capital was occupied within weeks. Belgian forces retreated to Antwerp, which held until October 10.

The Battle of the Yser (November 1914)
The German advance was halted at the westernmost strip of Flanders. This thin sliver remained free for the 
entire war, home to the government-in-exile.

An Unplanned Occupation
Germany had never planned to occupy Belgium — only to march through it. There were no plans, no 
guidelines, no procedures for ruling a conquered European nation.
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Building the Occupation

• The Generalgouvernement and Zivilverwaltung

• Ordinary people in extraordinary roles

• An ideological void at the center



Two Parallel Power Structures

The Generalgouvernement
The military government, under a Governor-General 
answerable directly to the Kaiser, wielding near-
absolute power over occupied Belgium.

Command Structure
Responsible for security, military law, and the overall 
direction of the occupation. The ultimate authority.

The Zivilverwaltung
A civilian bureaucracy hastily assembled to actually 
run the country: courts, schools, banks, food supply, 
newspapers.

Jurisdictional Chaos
Whether the civilian arm was beneath or alongside 
the military was never resolved — causing enormous 
administrative dysfunction.



“[It is] exceedingly complicated, based on a conception 

difficult for any one of Anglo-Saxon or Latin culture and 
temperament to understand. It is heavy, cumbersome; its 
complicated machinery rumbles on and on remorselessly, 
and once set in motion, there is no way of stopping it, of 
turning it aside, of adapting it to sudden exigencies.

Brand Whitlock, American Ambassador to Belgium



The Occupation Bureaucrats

Extraordinary in Their Ordinariness
Lawyers, academics, bankers, diplomats, a feminist reformer, an art expert, a colonial official — drawn from 
across Germany into roles none had prepared for.

No Clear Mission
Nobody told them why Germany was occupying Belgium or what they were supposed to accomplish. There was 
no procedure, no playbook, no clear goals.

An Ideological Void
This absence of purpose at the center of the occupation — no goals, no authority, no clear conscience —
shaped everything that followed for occupiers and occupied alike.
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The Belgian Civilian Experience

• The weight of everyday life

• The food crisis and international relief

• Atrocities and forced deportations

• Flamenpolitik: exploiting division

• Resilience and resistance



The Weight of Everyday Life

Movement Restricted
Traveling between towns required a German pass. Sending a letter required German censorship. Public 
gatherings were regulated. The simplest acts of daily life now required foreign permission.

Economy Systematically Exploited
Monthly war contributions began at 40 million Francs and climbed to 60 million. Industrial equipment 
requisitioned, raw materials taken, the banking system placed under German supervision.

A Shattered Vitality
Belgium before the war had been a country of remarkable energy — bustling cities, thriving commerce, 
confident civic culture. The occupation dismantled all of it, methodically and thoroughly.



The Food Crisis and Relief

A Perfect Storm
The British naval blockade cut imports while Germany extracted what it could from Belgian agriculture. Chronic 
food shortages and malnutrition spread across the population.

The Commission for Relief in Belgium
One of history’s most extraordinary humanitarian operations, organized by Herbert Hoover — a young 
American engineer who would become President of the United States.

Neutral Lifeline
Through a complex system of neutral guarantees, the Commission imported food from America and distributed 
it to the Belgian population. Without it, the death toll from starvation would have been catastrophic.

Everyday Humiliation
Imagine being a Belgian in 1916: standing in a food line, dependent on foreign charity, in an occupied city, with 
family members fighting or missing.



The Darker Dimensions

The ‘Rape of Belgium’
In the opening weeks, German forces — convinced of civilian resistance by francs-tireurs — carried out 
reprisals that shocked the world.

Leuven Destroyed
The medieval university city was burned, including its irreplaceable library. Historians have since concluded 
the German fears were largely unfounded — born of paranoia and the confusion of battle.

The Dinant Massacre
In a single day, 674 civilians were massacred in the town of Dinant alone — one of numerous atrocities 
across the country.

A Moral Baseline
These events set the tone for the entire occupation. They were not forgotten — by Belgium or by the 
watching world.



Forced Deportations

Labor Shortages at Home
Beginning in 1916, under pressure from the military high command, occupation authorities began forcibly 
deporting Belgian workers to Germany.

Tens of Thousands Affected
Workers, craftsmen, laborers — torn from their families and shipped to factories and construction sites in 
Germany, often under brutal conditions.

Limited Military Value
The program produced limited strategic benefit but caused tremendous human suffering and a wave of 
international outrage that further damaged Germany’s reputation.



Flamenpolitik: Exploiting Division

A Calculated Strategy
Germany deliberately exploited Belgium’s linguistic tensions between the Flemish north and French -
speaking Walloon south, seizing on genuine grievances about cultural equality.

The University of Ghent
Reopened in 1916 as an exclusively Flemish institution. In 1917, Belgium was divided administratively into 
separate Flemish and Walloon regions.

Fracturing National Identity
The goal: portray the invasion as liberating an oppressed minority and cultivate Flemish support for German 
interests.

A Failed Strategy
The overwhelming majority of Flemish Belgians remained loyal to Belgium. But the attempt deepened 
wounds that would take generations to heal — echoes still felt in Belgian politics today.



Resilience and Resistance

The Underground Press
Dozens of illegal newspapers circulated hand to hand, passed in bread bags and under coat lapels. La Libre 
Belgique was never suppressed despite Germany’s best efforts — anonymous, defiant, often mocking.

Cardinal Mercier
The Archbishop of Malines wrote pastoral letters read aloud in churches across occupied Belgium, declaring the 
occupation illegitimate and calling on Belgians to maintain their dignity.

Everyday Defiance
Wearing national colors on a lapel, refusing to display German notices, sheltering Allied soldiers, boycotting 
German-organized events — small acts that sustained collective identity.

A Refusal to Be Erased
In the aggregate, these acts of resistance sustained something essential: a sense of who they were and a 
refusal to disappear.



25-50,000
Civilians lost to violence, disease, and malnutrition

People who never fired a gun, who never joined an army, who simply had the misfortune of living in 
the country that the Schlieffen Plan treated as a road.
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The Occupiers’ World

• Bureaucratic normalcy in wartime

• Fürsorge: care and self-deception

• The cognitive dissonance of occupation



Bureaucratic Normalcy

A Surreal Disconnect
Walter Bloem, serving in the occupation bureaucracy: ‘I can never quite shake the feeling that I should 
actually be back at the front… one does not have the feeling that one is at war.’

Recreating the Familiar
Faced with chaos, bureaucrats recreated standard German office routines — travel reimbursements, 
cleaning supply complaints, promotion disputes, extended medical vacations.

The Telegram and the Wine
Lumm fought a multi-week correspondence over reimbursing three Francs for a telegram, while separately 
trying to acquire 50–75 bottles of confiscated wine.

A Profoundly Human Response
When faced with circumstances beyond comprehension, we retreat into the manageable. We focus on what 
we can argue about, organize, and fix.



Fürsorge: Care and Self-Deception

Genuine Belief in Stewardship
Many bureaucrats believed they were acting as responsible caretakers. Fürsorge — ‘care’ or ‘welfare’ — carried 
connotations of genuine concern for those in one’s charge.

Lumm’s Housing Proposal
In 1915, Lumm developed an elaborate proposal to rebuild Belgian homes damaged during the invasion — at 
German expense. It was voted down.

Beyerle’s Personal Commitment
A Bavarian academic who spent years after the war using his own resources to find jobs, housing, and support 
for Flemish activists he had worked with.

Lüders’ Inner Conflict
The feminist reformer described the ‘heavy psychological burden’ of the conflict between her inner convictions 
and her obligations to the occupation system.



“This is not a story of monsters. The German occupation 

was largely administered by ordinary people in an 
extraordinary situation — capable of both genuine 
compassion and genuine complicity in the same week. 
That is more unsettling than a story of monsters —
because it is more recognizably human.
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Legacy

• What Belgium lost

• The wounds of Flamenpolitik

• Belgium’s place in history



What the Occupation Left Behind

Physical Devastation
Cities damaged, infrastructure shattered, agricultural 
land poisoned. The economy that was the world’s 
sixth largest never recovered that standing.

Psychological Scars
An entire generation marked by the humiliation of 
occupation — the daily indignities, loss, and fear left 
invisible but real wounds.

Flamenpolitik’s Legacy
The deliberate manipulation of Flemish-Walloon 
tensions continued to fester in Belgian politics for 
decades. The divisions Germany exploited were real 
— and the exploitation made them worse.

International Impact
The ‘Rape of Belgium’ became a defining moral 
narrative of WWI — it brought Britain into the war 
and shaped Allied propaganda that convinced 
millions it was a war worth fighting.



“Belgium during the First World War occupied a sort of 

historical No Man’s Land between the dominant national 
histories. Not quite Allied, not quite German, not quite a 
great power. A small nation that found itself at the center 
of history and was then largely written out of it.

Sophie De Schaepdrijver



Endure

Resist

Survive

What to Carry With You

War does not spare civilians.
The Belgian men and women who endured four years of occupation deserve our 
full acknowledgment.

Ordinary people are not immune to complicity.
The occupiers deserve neither condemnation nor exculpation — but the harder 
work of being understood.

Resilience is one of history’s most powerful forces.
The people who passed newspapers hand to hand and wore their national colors 
refused to disappear.
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