
250,000  refugees come to England

(This short article was created for the BS35 Magazine using research
notes relating to the website www.thornburyroots.co.uk.  See website

for more information)

During the First World War millions of Europeans became refugees, either to
escape from the fighting or because they were forcibly removed from their
homes.   Amongst these were Belgian families forced to flee after the German
army invaded their country in 1914. According to a BBC website these
refugees arrived in Britain almost daily for months, landing at a number of
ports on the south and east coasts. The BBC website shows that sixteen
thousand of them arrived in Folkestone in a single day. In all, United Kingdom
welcomed and accommodated almost a quarter of a million Belgians alone.

The people of Thornbury wanted to help with this influx. One of the leading
members of the resulting Refugee Committee was Mrs Clarinda Staley of
Park Mill Farm. After the war she was given a special commendation by the
British Government Southern Voluntary Fund.

In October 1914 the Western Daily Press reported on a meeting in Thornbury
"to consider what steps if any might be taken in the parish for the relief of the
Belgian refugees".  At that time a Mr Cullimore said he owned a suitable
property in Morton that was large enough to accommodate "three families of
five or six in a family."  By November 13th 1914 the newspaper was able to
report that a dozen Belgian refugees had arrived in Thornbury and had been
taken to their new home at Morton. The house was said to be “well-furnished
and everything necessary for their comfort has been provided.”

Other Belgian refugees were accommodated at Tockington Court and it
seems that nine more went to Pilning and four to Aust.

The local schools began to see numbers of Belgian children arriving.  For
example in December 1914, twelve children were transferred into the Council
School (now Gillingstool Primary School).



Newspaper reports show that those refugees who were able to work were
quickly helped to do so.  At least one of the Thornbury refugees was found
work at Edmund Cullimore's Saw Mill and his family went to live in one of his
houses there.

It seems that in June 1915 another Belgian family called De Luis came to live
in Morton. Work was apparently also found for the father and one son of this
very large family of a couple and their twelve children.  This time the
placement was on Garrett’s farm and seems to have been less successful.
After a few weeks they refused to do any more work and asked to go back to
Belgium! Despite the Refugee Committee's best efforts to dissuade them, the
family eventually left Morton.  They got as far as London where the authorities
prevented them from leaving the country. They then asked to be returned to
Thornbury. Perhaps it was a case of "better the Devil you know!"

The only intriguing indication we have of foreign ways changing Thornbury
that we have found is a mention that the Belgian family that moved to St John
Street opened a shop selling horse meat.

Although the refugees returned to their own country at the end of the war,
some contact continued. Miss Higgins who lived at the blacksmith's forge on
Pullins Green kept a letter written by a young Belgian former refugee called
Peter Vercammen to her father Oliver Higgins.  The letter was written eleven
years after Peter had returned to Belgium but he obviously remembered his
time in Thornbury with some fondness and seemed to want to return to
Thornbury as life was still very difficult in Belgium.


