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Abstract
From the beginning of the First World War in 1914, Belgian refugees 
were coming to Britain in their thousands. Among them were artists 
and musicians eager to continue their work in their new surroudings. 
This paper presents new research about a group of Belgian 
musicians who found sanctuary in Wales in the early years of WW1 
and performed in concerts throughout Wales, supported by the 
Davies sisters of Gregynog as well as other Welsh philanthropists. 
Research in Belgium has revealed concert programmes and other 
information about these musicians and the contribution they made to 
Welsh cultural life, including original compositions inspired by the 
welcome they received in Wales.

June Gruffydd was extremely kind to me during my postgraduate studies at Oxford, 
putting me up in her London home and introducing me to the remarkable Mattie 
Prichard, whose memories of Ernest Jones were so important to my research into 
the brilliant but ill-starred composer, Morfydd Owen. I feel privileged to have been 
associated with June’s Memorial Lecture on a several occasions as speaker and 
chairman and trust she would have approved of the lost Mid-Wales narrative that I 
am going you to share with you this evening.

The invasion of neutral Belgium by German forces on 4 August 1914, and 
the subsequent military occupation of the country, was the immediate cause of 
Britain’s entry into the First World War. Around a quarter of a million Belgians 
were displaced here – the largest influx of refugees in British history – and on the 
evening of 3 October 1914, one particularly intriguing group took the 5.15 p.m. 
train from London to Aberystwyth. The Welsh Gazette reported that:

A party of forty-eight Belgian refugees, including a number of 
children […] were given a most cordial reception by the townspeople 
[…] They consist for the most part of distinguished painters and 
musicians and their families who, in their normal times, occupied 
prominent positions in the art circles of Brussels.1

1  Welsh Gazette, 8 October 1914.
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The painters who came to Wales, including Gustave van de Woestyne, George 
Minne, Valerius de Saedeleer, and Edgar Gevaert, have remained comparatively 
well-known through exhibitions and publications, but it was those shadowy 
musicians to whom I naturally felt drawn. And, when I began to curate Gregynog 
Festival’s 2014 season on the theme of ‘War’, a couple of sentences caught my eye 
in Carolyn Stewart’s essay in Art in Exile, the catalogue that accompanied a major 
retrospective exhibition of the Belgian refugee artists at National Museum Cardiff 
and the Museum of Fine Arts, Ghent, in 2002. Carolyn wrote:

About 130 Belgian refugees were housed in the town, including 
several well-known musicians from Brussels. In their first year 
they gave a series of twenty-two concerts in Mid-Wales, partially 
fulfilling some of Gwendoline Davies’s dream of professional music 
in Aberystwyth.2

As the granddaughters of David Davies, ‘Top Sawyer’, Gwendoline and 
Margaret Davies applied their inherited wealth to philanthropy and patronage. 
Many have written about their vision for the arts once they moved from Plas Dinam, 
Llandinam, to live at Gregynog Hall, near Newtown, in 1920, and the Gregynog 
Festival, founded in 1933, is now the oldest extant classical music festival in Wales. 
But the sisters’ active interest in the welfare and potential of the Belgians confirms 
that their ideas took root much earlier. Indeed, as Carolyn Stewart elliptically 
implies, Gwendoline Davies had already subsidized Aberystwyth University 
Musical Club concerts since 1910 and pledged £75,000 to fund a Department of 
Instrumental Music at Aberystwyth in 1914. The Gaston Le Feuve Quartet was 
engaged from Paris to head the Faculty but the timing was unfortunate, for the 
Department had barely opened when war was declared and Le Feuve had to return 
home on active service. The arrival of the Belgians two months later therefore 
offered a fresh and unexpected opportunity to continue to raise musical standards 
and expectations in Wales.

Thomas Jones was appointed Secretary of the Welsh Committee to assist the 
refugees and recalled the rescue mission:

At the suggestion of the Misses Davies, Major Burdon-Evans and 
I crossed the channel to collect and bring to Wales Belgian poets, 
painters, sculptors, musicians and politicians, who were on holiday 
along the coast between Ostend and the Dutch border when the war 
broke out […] We penetrated as far as Ghent […] In a few days we 
collected over a hundred men and women who were glad to cross 
with us to England on the last boat but one to leave Ostend, before 
the arrival of the enemy.3

2  Carolyn Stewart, ‘An Experiment in Cultural Engineering: Gwendoline and Margaret Davies’s 
Patronage of Belgian Refugee Artists in Wales’, in Art in Exile: Flanders, Wales and the 
First World War, ed. by Oliver Fairclough, Robert Hoozee, and Caterina Verdickt (Antwerp, 
Belgium: Pandora, 2002), p. 45.

3  Thomas Jones, Welsh Broth (London: W. Griffiths & Co., 1950), pp. 151–2.
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Marie Gevaert, daughter of George Minne and wife of Edgar Gevaert, added:

Dr Polderman, a Belgian Professor in Cardiff […] came with this 
fantastic message […] to invite Belgian artists to come to Wales, 
where they would not only be able to continue their work but also 
bring a specific talent to the Welsh people. This idea of the ladies 
Davies was splendidly philanthropic, one might say they foresaw the 
union of the peoples and the flourishing of their cultures throughout 
the world.4

How to identify the Belgian refugee musicians? The National Library of 
Wales was the obvious first port of call, although materials were surprisingly 
scant: a single programme, fragmentary lists of other performances, and a set of 
conditions under which it was recommended that their concerts should be held 
and remunerated. The programme refers to one of two identical recitals that were 
given due to popular demand in Aberystwyth’s Coliseum Theatre (now Amgueddfa 
Ceredigion Museum) on 15 and 16 October 1914. The Welsh Gazette reported:

The event proved that our visitors include several highly gifted and 
competent musicians, and the appreciative manner in which the 
great audience listened to the performances was a compliment to the 
artistes and a proof of the power of Welsh people to appreciate and 
enjoy good music.5 

Following a performance at Capel y Garn, Bow Street, in November 1914, the 
Cambrian News reinforced the sheer calibre of the Belgians:

It is needless to state that the concert was a rare musical treat, the 
artistes being so pre-eminent in their own profession that even many 
of their own countrymen have not had the privilege of hearing them 
[…] Each item was encored, the audience being practically spell-
bound by the marvellous manipulation of the violin, testifying to the 
charm of instrumental music.6

And the Flintshire Observer wrote of a concert in Mold in February 1915: 

Collateral to the audience’s appreciation of the performances of 
executants of superlative merit, there was over all the glamour of the 
idea that they symbolised to them a martyred people and an heroic 

4 Marie Gevaert to Moira Vincentelli, June 1978, in Vincentelli, ‘The Davies Family and Belgian 
Refugee Artists and Musicians in Wales’, National Library of Wales Journal, 22.2 (Winter 
1981), 228.

5 Welsh Gazette, 22 October 1914.
6 Cambrian News, 6 November 1914.
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soldiery to whom everyone extends a respectful homage.7

The performances were coordinated by a Committee for Organising Belgian 
Concerts and Lectures in Wales that met for the first time on 16 November 1914. 
Advertised as the ‘celebrated Belgian artistes now resident in Aberystwyth’,8 the 
musicians performed all over Wales – not just in Mid Wales – from Porthmadog 
and Mold in the north to Lampeter, Treorchy, Newport, and Ebbw Vale in the south. 
Concerts frequently took place on the same evening as the latest influx of refugees 
arrived by train in the same town and took the form of a variety bill, repertoire by 
the Belgians being interspersed with items by local soloists, bands, and choirs plus 
hymn-tunes and the National Anthems of the Allies in which the audience could 
join. In Barry, the Belgians shared a platform with the Romilly Boys Choir and 
their conductor W. J. Williams, father of the distinguished Welsh composer Grace 
Williams.

The concerts were written up regularly in the columns of local newspapers, 
meaning that over time I was able to confirm names, voice types and instruments, 
the repertoire being performed and, in some cases, composed and premièred. 
Research gradually identified some two dozen musicians – solo and chamber 
instrumentalists, singers, and composers – who had fled to Wales from Brussels, 
Ostend, and Antwerp, but it was nevertheless difficult to flesh out the detail of 
their careers. None had an entry in Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians; 
I had no likenesses and, most importantly for a music historian, no scores, even 
though some of their compositions were clearly influenced by the experience of 
living in exile. So, in the autumn of 2013, I decided that I must go to Belgium 
to see what I could learn on the ground. It has always been my practice to travel 
and see primary sources whenever possible and I turned out to be the first person 
to request access to the majority of these collections. Many of the documents 
were uncatalogued and it was something of a lucky dip, with random bundles of 
manuscripts, correspondence, and ephemera coming up from basement storage in 
no order whatever, although this lent its own frisson, of course. In what follows I 
focus on the five musicians about whom I know most at present.

First, may I introduce you to Eugène Guillaume, the most multi-faceted of the 
Belgian refugee musicians who came to Wales: composer, pianist, accompanist 
and, whether by accident or design, the group’s archivist. I shall never forget that 
October afternoon when, from one of thirty-two chunky black folders containing 
Guillaume’s archive, spilled dozens of concert programmes with familiar Welsh 
place-names, as crisp and bright as if they had just been printed. The organizers of a 
concert in Tregaron even went to the trouble of having their programme translated 
and typeset in English and French.

Eugène Guillaume attended the Académie in his home town of Namur before 
studying at the Conservatoires of Brussels and Liège. When the First World War 
broke out, he was working as a répétiteur at the opera house in Brussels, Théâtre 
Royal de la Monnaie. Guillaume’s substantial catalogue of 220 compositions 

7 Flintshire Observer, 18 February 1915.
8 Denbighshire Free Press, 13 February 1915.
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includes operas and ballets, choral, vocal, and piano music, plus works for chamber 
ensembles that were performed as far afield as South America. He remained 
productive in Aberystwyth where his output comprised a dozen songs, a Suite 
symphonique for full orchestra, and a cantata to his own text called Les exilés.

Nicolas Laoureux was the leader and solo violinist of La Monnaie’s orchestra 
when he was displaced to Aberystwyth. He composed and published several salon 
pieces for violin and piano, plus an Ecole pratique du violon, a six-volume teaching 
method that is still in use today. Laoureux performed all over Wales with the Belgian 
Concert Party and was invited to appear as soloist when the National Eisteddfod 
visited Aberystwyth in 1916. He also gave five recitals at Ardwyn County School, 
developing a close relationship with staff and pupils who presented him with a 
framed memento when he eventually came to leave the town.

Nicolas Laoureux’s son, Marcel, was also a professional musician, and this 
passage from the Welsh Gazette gives a sense of their stature in Belgium:

The house of Mr and Mrs Laoureux near Brussels was destroyed 
by the Germans, and Mr Laoureux […] lost a large collection of 
books and valuable manuscripts. Their seaside residence near the 
French border has, however, so far escaped destruction, thanks to the 
protection of the British Army. Their son, Mr Marcel Laoureux, with 
his wife and child, are at present residing at Cardiff, but they intend 
removing to Aberystwyth shortly. Mr Marcel Laoureux was pianist 
in the Royal household in Belgium, and was also music teacher to 
the King’s children. He and his wife had to flee before the enemy 
when their little daughter was only three weeks old.9

Marcel Laoureux appeared in Wales as a solo pianist as well as his father’s 
accompanist and was the dedicatee of Eugène Guillaume’s Piano Sonata. ‘Praise 
of such an artist, a master of technique and interpretation,’ wrote the Denbighshire 
Free Press after a Ruthin concert in February 1915, ‘would be presumptuous. We 
can only say that the exceptional privilege of hearing him was fully appreciated.’10

Guillaume also composed a Fantaisie for Nicolas and Marcel Laoureux that 
he dedicated to Gwendoline Davies; while his Soir héroïque, dated ‘Aberystwyth 
1914’, was scored for the unusual combination of two violins, cello, double bass, 
and piano. Messrs. Coppens, Staquet, and Van Adorp were the additional violinist, 
cellist, and double bass player who formed a quintet with Nicolas and Marcel 
Laoureux and this report in Y Cerddor makes clear reference to two of them: 

Pan y daeth cyfran o’r ffoadurwyr Belgiaidd i Aberystwyth nos 
Sadwrn, Hydref 3ydd, un o’r golygfeydd mwyaf torcalonnus oedd 
gweld un ohonynt yn dod a Bâs Dwbl (Double Bass), ac un arall a 
Soddgrwth (’Cello), yr unig bethau ar eu helw oeddynt wedi llwyddo 
i gludo gyda hwy pan yn dianc o grafangau y bleiddiaid Germanaidd.

9 Welsh Gazette, 19 November 1914.
10 Denbighshire Free Press, 13 February 1915.



109Rhian Davies

[When a contingent of Belgian refugees arrived in Aberystwyth on 
Saturday evening, 3 October, one of the most heartbreaking sights 
was to see one of them coming with a Double Bass, and another with 
a ’Cello, the only belongings that they had succeeded in bringing 
with them when escaping from the clutches of the German wolves.]11

All three compositions - the Piano Sonata, Fantaisie, and Soir héroïque - were 
premièred during the Belgian National Fête at the Aberystwyth Coliseum on 21 
July 1915 when the whole programme was devoted to music that Guillaume had 
written while resident in the town. 21 July was Belgian National Day, the eighty-
fifth anniversary of independence from the Netherlands, and the programme 
culminated in a speech on the subject of ‘Martyred Belgium’ by Lalla Vandervelde, 
a prominent figure in political, artistic, and feminist circles whose career reached its 
zenith during the Belgian refugee crisis. Her second husband, Emile Vandervelde, 
was a pacifist and socialist who joined the Belgian cabinet as Minister of State 
during the War and she accompanied him to the United States where she wowed 
the Americans as ‘a charming and well-educated woman and a speaker of unusual 
power’12 who ‘was so attractive and her appeal so pathetic that people wept and 
opened their pocketbooks.’13 Madame Vandervelde raised $300,000 in six months, 
$14,000 at Harvard University alone, where she was introduced by President 
Woodrow Wilson. The Englishwoman regarded her influence as ‘one of the great 
factors inspiring Belgium’s resistance’.14

Local newspapers again give a flavour of the Belgian National Fête in 
Aberystwyth, especially Lalla Vandervelde’s address. The Cambrian News 
reported that:

Madame Vandervelde, who had a rousing reception […] spoke 
eloquently and impressively […] She described the scene in the 
Belgian Parliament on the day when the Prime Minister announced 
that Belgium’s neutrality had been violated, and when everyone 
present swore to himself to make every sacrifice so that Belgium 
might remain a free country and not fall under the heel of the 
oppressor […] She added that the Germans had hoped to frighten the 
Belgian civilian population to such an extent that it would clamour 
for peace at any price. That had not been the case (Cheers). They 
preferred extermination, if necessary, to dishonour (Loud cheers) 
[…] They were patiently waiting for the day on which they would be 

11 Y Cerddor, XXVI.311 (Tachwedd 1914), p. 123; my translation.
12 Isabel Anderson, The Spell of Belgium (Boston: The Page Company 1915, 1922), n.p. 
13 ’36 Carlyle Square’, Kensington and Chelsea’s Great War, online at <http://www.kcworldwar1.

org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/105_11cc_world_war_one_touring_exhibition_a1_boards_
rev1_10-12.pdf> [accessed 19 Novembe 2018].

14 The Englishwoman (July-September 1915), p. 124, cited in Katherine Storr, Excluded from the 
Record: Women, Refugees, and Relief, 1914–1929 (New York: Peter Lang, 2009), p. 91.
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delivered from the awful nightmare.15

Thomas Levi, first Professor of English Law at the University College of Wales, 
Aberystwyth, praised

the brave spirit of the Belgians in Aberystwyth. What could be their 
feelings as Welsh people if the dastardly Germans had over-run 
Wales and they were wandering homeless in the streets of Antwerp? 
And yet here were the Belgians playing, and composing, and 
singing, and dedicating their music to one of the daughters of Wales 
(Applause). He wished to tell Madame Vandervelde there was not 
a man in England or Wales who would not shed the last drop of his 
blood, who would not spend the last coin in his possession until he 
saw Belgium fully restored to her ancient glory [cheers].16

Gwendoline Davies herself attended the Fête with her stepmother Elizabeth 
Davies and the ladies were described by the Welsh Gazette as ‘the patronesses of 
the Belgian colony’.17

Although Art in Exile suggests that the Belgian refugee musicians gave twenty-
two concerts in Mid Wales, I have now identified over sixty across Wales as a 
whole, including a second performance at Capel y Garn on 16 February 1916 that 
was kindly brought to my attention via a recent project to digitize First World War 
materials in Bow Street. February 1916 was comparatively late for the Concert 
Party still to be performing in Wales; indeed, Eugène Guillaume had departed 
for Paris that same month, working as a salary clerk in a railway office by day 
and a cinema pianist by night until he finally made it back to Brussels, where he 
worked as a Professor of Solfège and Harmony at the Conservatoire for another 
twenty years. Nicolas Laoureux left Aberystwyth in March 1917 to direct an 
orchestra in Harrogate, and Marcel Laoureux became a Professor of Pianoforte at 
the Conservatoire in Ghent where he met and married his second wife, Margarita. 
The Belgian Concert Fund was wound up in 1919 and the balance of £52 divided 
between the artists in proportion to the number of concerts that they had given 
while resident in Wales.

The fourth refugee was the organist and composer Joseph Jongen, who won 
the Prix de Rome in 1897, taught Eugène Guillaume, and directed the Brussels 
Conservatoire from 1925 to 1939. During the First World War, Jongen spent 
time in Manchester, Bournemouth, and London, where he founded the Belgian 
Piano Quartet that gave over a hundred concerts at the Bechstein (now Wigmore), 
Steinway, and Aeolian Halls. The Welsh connection is that Jongen came on holiday 
to Snowdonia in 1916 where he visited Lake Ogwen, four miles south of Bethesda. 
His solo piano miniature, Crépuscule au Lac Ogwen, Op. 52, was inspired by this 
experience and the manuscript was completed on 30 September 1916.

15 Cambrian News, 23 July 1915.
16 Welsh Gazette, 29 July 2015.
17 Ibid.



111Rhian Davies

The fifth composer takes the Belgian connection into a second generation, 
as well as providing a link between the refugee musicians and artists, for David 
van de Woestijne, a son of Gustave and Prudence van de Woestyne, was born in 
Llandinam’s Temperance Hotel (now The Lion) on 18 February 1915. Van de 
Woestyne and George Minne had moved with their families from Aberystwyth 
to the Garden Suburb in Llanidloes and it may be that Gwendoline and Margaret 
Davies arranged for Prudence to be brought to the village so that they could provide 
support from Plas Dinam as necessary. David van de Woestijne grew up to work as 
a producer for Belgian radio and television; toured France, Denmark, and Sweden 
as a concert pianist, and wrote major orchestral scores including a symphony and 
four concertos.

My research eventually enabled me to programme compositions by four of 
the Belgian refugee composers as part of Gregynog Festival 2014. Repertoire 
included the first modern performances of Eugène Guillaume’s Fantaisie and 
Nicolas Laoureux’s Rêverie by the violinist Yossif Ivanov and pianist Roberto 
Giordano in Llandinam Village Hall; and Guillaume’s Soir héroïque and Joseph 
Jongen’s Crépuscule au Lac Ogwen by the Nash Ensemble in the Music Room at 
Gregynog. The BBC National Orchestra of Wales gave the UK première of David 
van de Woestijne’s Symphony, and performed Jongen’s Harp Concerto with Sioned 
Williams as soloist, as part of a programme at Aberystwyth Arts Centre which was 
broadcast as an episode of Live in Concert on BBC Radio 3. The Festival also 
commissioned the leading contemporary Flemish composer Piet Swerts to set to 
music Hedd Wyn’s poem ‘Rhyfel’ (‘War’) and the new work received its world 
première performance at Gregynog by the Vlaams Radio Koor directed by Bart 
Van Reyn.

The 2014 Festival programme was endorsed by Carwyn Jones, First Minister 
of Wales, as part of his project Cymru’n Cofio / Wales Remembers 1914-1918, and 
I was invited to share the lost narrative of the Belgian refugee musicians at a press 
conference in Brussels a fortnight before the Festival opened. It was a real privilege 
to reveal the research in Belgium for the first time and the narrative came as a 
considerable surprise to all present, leading to coverage by Flanders Today and the 
classical music station Radio Klara. There was little awareness of these musicians 
in Belgium, let alone the fact that they had spent several years in Wales, writing 
music and giving concerts.

I was also invited to present my research at an international conference about 
Belgian refugees at the University of Stirling on 2 September 2014, and to speak 
at three centenary events in Aberystwyth: a concert with the Royal Harpist Hannah 
Stone to mark one hundred years since the refugees arrived in the town on 3 
October 2014; a lecture about the Belgian National Fête at Amgueddfa Ceredigion 
Museum on 21 July 2015; and Cofio Canrif, an imaginative reconstruction of the 
concert that took place at Capel y Garn, Bow Street, on 16 February 1916. All 
three commemorations were widely reported by the Welsh media when attention 
was drawn to the sobering fact that, although Britain welcomed a quarter of a 
million Belgian refugees in 1914, barely ten thousand Syrian refugees were now 
being accepted here. This parallel was particularly apposite at Capel y Garn where 
audience members were given a piece of pitta, or Syrian, bread as they left.
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The comparison between the experience of the Belgians in 1914 and the 
Syrians in our own time has since been cited by the Independent, Daily Telegraph 
and Channel 4 News. It was also mentioned during the launch event for Cymru 
i Bawb at Y Morlan on 4 November 2016 as an inspiration to townspeople who 
wish to continue to welcome refugees as their forebears did a century ago. There 
is, of course, real commitment to the concept of inclusivity in Aberystwyth where 
residents remain appalled by the case of Professor Hermann Ethé who was driven 
out of town by a large mob on account of his German nationality in 1914 and 
who died in Bristol in 1917 without ever having been able to return to his home 
in Caradog Road or to his work at the University. A trilingual plaque has been 
erected by Aberystwyth Town Council near Y Morlan ‘in the hope that nobody will 
experience such persecution in our town again’.

Writing in 1966, Emile Terwagne acknowledged the way in which ‘a little Welsh 
beach with the particularly treacherous name of Aberystwyth’ – ‘une petite plage 
du Pays de Galles au nom particulièrement perfide d’Aberystwyth’18 - became the 
crucible for extraordinary events. And it was, of course, the humanitarianism and 
internationalism of two unassuming but equally extraordinary Welsh sisters that, 
six years before they began their Gregynog experiment and twenty before they 
founded their Festival, provided the vision and the wherewithal.

18 Emile Terwagne, ‘Le Compositeur Eugène Guillaume’, typescript, 12 November 1966, p. 4, 
author’s translation (Fonds Eugène Guillaume, Conservatoire royal de Bruxelles).


