
 

 

 

Wimbledon During World War 1: 

Caring for War Refugees. 
 

 



   

  

  During the First World War local women played an important part in the care   

  of refugees.  
 

  From 1914 this included finding shelter, food and medical supplies for a  

  growing number of Belgian families who had sought sanctuary in Wimbledon  

  and Mitcham following the German invasion of their homeland.  

  Merton women were also involved in educating refugee children and providing  

  vocational training to enable adult refugees to support both themselves and  

  the war effort. Belgians are known to have assisted in munitions work, 

  Civil Defence, the production of medical supplies and office work, after  

  receiving employment training and English language lessons. 
 

  From 1917 a number of Russian families also travelled to Merton to escape  

  the hardships of war and revolution in their own country. A number of wealthier  

  families ( some of whom were related to British royalty ) settled in Wimbledon  

  village. Refugees from more humble backgrounds were also housed at the  

  former Holborn Industrial School, Mitcham ( part of the local workhouse ) and  

  provided with food, shelter and medical care. 

  



 

 Belgian War Refugees, 1914. 

 Following the German invasion of Belgium on 3 August 1914, many Belgians fled to the UK. 

 Several families found a warm welcome in Wimbledon where their King’s sister, the Duchess of Vendome,   

 had a home on Parkside. Increasingly concerned for the welfare of her countrymen, the Duchess set up a  

 support committee, greatly assisted by local resident Richardson Evans, a retired civil servant and  

 journalist, who lived at the Keir near Wimbledon Common. 



 

 

Princess Henriette of Belgium, the Duchess of Vendome. 

The Duchess became the President of the Wimbledon and  

Merton Refugee Fund and Richardson Evans was 

appointed as its Chairman. 
 

To launch the fund and raise public awareness of the Belgian 

plight, a special open air ceremony was staged on Wimbledon 

Common on 17 October 1914. Titled “The Salutation of the  

Belgian Flag,” this event was presided over by the Duchess, 

her husband and children. 
 

A crowd, reported to total 100,000 people, listened to speeches 

by local dignitaries. An ode was specially written for the event 

by Alfred Graves, father of the poet Robert, who lived in 

Lauriston Road.   
 

The Salutation also featured the first public performance by 

Wimbledon Choral Society ( formed for the event by 

Dr. Coleman Young. ) On 16 November a further choral concert 

was given to mark the birthday of the Belgian King and raise 

funds for Wimbledon’s war refugees. 

 



 

Richardson Evans and his daughter, Gladys, both worked tirelessly to support Belgian refugees. 

Mr. Evans spent considerable time writing letters and articles to secure donations for the local Refugee fund. 

The Wimbledon Borough News also featured appeals for donations, offers of hospitality, gifts of clothing and 

other “necessaries.”  Gladys was responsible for ensuring that the much-needed resources reached the  

refugees. For her work she was later awarded the Medaille de la reine Elizabeth, from the King of Belgium 

and an M.B.E from King George V  ( April, 1920. ) 



 

 “The social and educational needs of the refugees were met in a variety of ways. The young  

 people received a free education in the College of the Sacred Heart, the Convent Schools,  

 and  in other elementary and secondary schools, and many boys and girls will long gladly  

 remember in their after-life the Wimbledon teachers to whom they owe their training… 

 In the early days Miss. Rose Benton brought three or four girls into her hand-weaving  

 work-room, and later a work-room for women held at the offices of the Committee was a  

 useful feature...English classes, sewing parties and social afternoons were arranged with  

 excellent results by different residents…  

 Pleasant St. Nicholas Day parties were provided for the children, and the observance of  

 Independence Day took the form of entertainments offered by the Belgians to their English  

 friends. Military service and the openings offered by munitions work solved, after a long period  

 of doubt and difficulty, the problem of employment...and office work was eventually found for  

 those unfitted for manual labour.” 

                                                                                              Extract from the Wimbledon War Record, 1921 



 

Belgian refugees in the garden of “Belmont,” the Parkside home of the Duchess of Vendome. 

A total of 473 refugees were given direct financial support by the Wimbledon & Merton Refugee Fund.  

Some were maintained in hostels and many more enjoyed the private hospitality of local residents.  

Others were provided with clothing, medical assistance and advice. The former Wimbledon Hill property of  

local retailers, the Wright Brothers, became an office and club for refugees. This was later transferred to  

Francis Grove. Although some people regarded the refugees with suspicion, many Wimbledonians were keen 

to make them feel welcome, particularly as Belgium was a British ally.  



 

 Gap Road Cemetery, Wimbledon. 

 Many of the refugees returned to Belgium at the end of the war and were given financial and practical help  

 (including furniture ) by the Wimbledon Refugee Committee. On 22 February 1919, 66 refugees left for  

 Antwerp, followed by further groups over the next few months. However some refugees settled in the local  

 area and are buried in graves purchased by the Committee at Gap Road cemetery. Here a memorial  

 inscription reads:  

 Close to this spot rest in friendly English soil, eight Belgian citizens who were driven from their homes by  

 the German invasion in 1914 and were welcomed as guests of the people of Wimbledon and Merton and  

 one child who was born in exile. 


