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Recovering the Memory of a World War I ProtestantMission in Belgium: The British 

and Allied Evangelistic Campaign and the origins of the Belgian Gospel Mission 
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Introduction 
Belgium has a reputation as a graveyard for Protestant missionaries. Many efforts have been 
undertaken since the nineteenth century, but with limited success. However, in the 
interbellum period between World Wars I and II, Protestantism in Belgium underwent a 
remarkable growth. The recent opening of the archives of what is now the Belgian 
Evangelical Mission (BEM) make it possible to tell a moving story which also illustrates the 
importance of documentation and archives for rescuing the memory of people whose 
contribution to the story of the church in Belgium today had been largely forgotten.  

The BEM was originally known as the Belgian Gospel Mission (BGM), a ‘faith mission’ 
which grew out of what was called The British and Allied Soldiers Evangelistic Campaign 
(BASEC) which had directed its work toward soldiers in World War I. The BGM built on this 
with the aim of reaching out to the entire Belgian population and its evangelistic efforts 
resulted in dozens of Protestant churches being formed throughout the entire country. For 
linguistic reasons BGM changed its name in the 1960s to Belgian Evangelical Mission (BEM). 
It can be seen as an example of a ‘faith mission’ (Fiedler 1994, 11), whose major 
characteristics including trust that God would supply their financial needs as they arose. The 
BGM was one of a number of evangelical missions for whom the example of Hudson Taylor 
and the China Inland Mission was important in developing and publicizing principles 
articulated earlier in the ministry of the English Brethren leaders George Müller and Anthony 
Norris Groves. 

The BASEC itself had its beginnings in the work of Ralph and Edith Norton (1868-1934 
and 1881-1936) early in World War I and grew explosively over the course of the War. The 
Nortons combined evangelistic zeal with social care and pragmatically made use of a 
network of influential Christian and political leaders to bring to the Belgian soldiers “butter 
and bibles.” The outbreak of World War I unexpectedly led to the founding of a new faith 
mission, focusing on British and Allied soldiers, and within several months the focus was 
narrowed to Belgian soldiers. BASEC developed manifold activities to reach these soldiers 
and including a network employed to get the necessary funds and material sources for the 
growing ministry. Klaus Fiedler’s dissertation on faith missions in Africa, Das 
Kirchenverständnis Der Glaubensmissionen Und Ihrer Kirchen in Afrika, published in 1989, 
has provided an important consolidation of research relating to individual missions 
influenced particularly by the example of Taylor and the CIM (Fiedler 1989, see also Fiedler 
1992; 1994). Research on faith missions working in Continental Europe has so far produced 
only one dissertation (Reeves 2000). This may be due to the limited existence of archival 
material, as faith missions did not always keep good records of their work. When materials 
were kept it was not always in good conditions.  

The BEM however was not only the first faith mission in Belgium, but for decades 
kept a large archive of their own history. Before 2009 it was hardly ever opened to academic 
researchers, but in that year Evadoc, the Protestant-Evangelical Archives and Documentation 
Centre, was founded by a joint effort of the Evangelical Theological Faculty, Leuven, and the 



 

 

Federal Synod of Protestant and Evangelical Churches in Belgium. For many years there had 
been a growing concern that important archives, publications and audio-visual material of 
the Protestant-evangelical movement in Belgium could be lost if they were not secured 
under better conditions. Dr. Laurence Druez, of the Belgian National Archives, saw the value 
of the BEM archives and argued that they were not only worthwhile for missiologists or 
church historians, but for sociologists and general historians as well. In a meeting in October 
2009, Evadoc explained to the BEM leadership how they could help them preserve their 
archives. They were also reassured that they, as owner of the archives, would always have 
the final word whether or not researchers would be allowed to consult files. The fact that 
the Evadoc board consists of trusted Belgian protestant-evangelical leaders gave extra 
reassurance that the documents woud be ‘in safe hands.’  

And so, in December 2009, only a few months after Evadoc was founded, one of most 
important protestant-evangelical archives in Belgium was put into the trust of Evadoc. 
Thanks to the cooperation between Evadoc and KADOC-KU Leuven, the archives are now 
stored in professional circumstances, inventoried and made available for research through 
the internet. They can, permission provided, be consulted in the KADOC Reading Room. By 
weeding the material, the archives revealed a substantial amount of material concerning the 
BASEC. Not only were many pictures found but also approximately 50 cm of correspondence 
with Belgian soldiers and dozens of magazines in which reports were given on the progress 
of the Mission. Even a nitrate film on the distribution of Christmas gifts to the poorest 
soldiers was found, though in a deplorable state. Also Edith Norton’s diary with valuable 
entries had been preserved as well as a manuscript by Grace Winston, wife of John C. 
Winston, one of the Norton’s first workers at the BEM (hereafter referred to as “G. 
Winston”). This diary, the articles and the correspondence with the soldiers form the main 
source of the archival and literary research on the BASEC, of which some results are 
presented in this article. 
 
Precursors to the British and Allied Soldiers Evangelistic Campaign 
When World War I broke out on 28 July 1914, the Americans Ralph and Edith Norton could 
not suspect this would turn their lives in a complete new direction. Ralph Norton was a 
graduate of the interdenominational Moody Bible Institute in Chicago and had worked for 
the YMCA in Minneapolis. At Moody, he had met the woman who would become his wife, 
Edith Fox. In 1906, they had joined the “Chapman-Alexander Simultaneous Campaign” and 
were still active there at the start of World War I. John Wilbur Chapman and Charles 
McCallon Alexander had been co-operating for years in evangelistic efforts, holding city-wide 
evangelistic campaigns in the United States, in Australia, Asia and Europe. The outbreak of 
the war interrupted their campaign in the United Kingdom and for a while their team 
collaborated with the YMCA in the British training camps. The YMCA provided canteens as 
services for the recruits. Here soldiers could buy food and beverages and were also offered a 
place of rest, religious programs, general education and entertainment.  

As a means of evangelism “Worker’s Testaments” and “Active Service Testaments” 
were distributed among the recruits (Kennedy Maclean and Wilkinson Riddle 1914; Ottman 
1920, 275). The Active Service Testament was a special edition of the New Testament. As a 
supplement, it contained a section with passages to read when being troubled, lonely or in 
danger. In the front or back was a ‘decision-page,’ explaining the Gospel in a few words, 
which could be signed by the soldiers. The Worker’s Testament had a supplement which 
contained a method of leading someone to Christ as well as bible passages for special 



 

 

occasions. Soldiers who accepted these Testaments promised to meet the requirement to 
carry it with them always and daily read a chapter.  

On 26 October 1914 the team returned to their homebase in the United States of 
America. Chapman hesitantly permitted Ralph Norton to stay in London to continue the 
ministry among the soldiers under the auspices of the YMCA (Banks 1915, 507-508). On 26 
December, the Nortons, after having visited the frontline in France, travelled back to the 
United States where they rejoined J. Wilbur Chapman’s team. However shortly afterwards, 
on 25 March 1915, they handed in their notice in order to focus full-time on evangelism 
amongst the British and French soldiers and live on donations, which they aimed to secure 
from friends and acquaintances for a year’s work (E. Norton 1935, 84-85). 

In the course of time, the Nortons had befriended several influential Protestants: Dr 
Gray, president of the Moody Bible Institute; Henry P. Crowell, director of Quaker Oats, and 
Fred S. Goodman, head of the Religious Work Department of the YMCA International 
Committee. As Henry Crowell was on the board of Moody Bible Institute, it is likely the 
Nortons were brought into contact with this wealthy businessman through mutual friends at 
Moody. By June 1915, the Nortons had raised sufficient funds to cover the expected costs of 
travelling, salaries for one year, and 250,000 Gospels and Testaments (M.R.C. Norton 1915a, 
523). Their undertaking was named ‘The British and French Soldiers Evangelistic Campaign’ 
(BFSEC) and donations for this new ministry could be given through The Sunday School 
Times, an evangelical weekly journal located in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, whose editor was 
appointed treasurer in the BFSEC advisory committee. 

On 18 June 1915, on the eve of their voyage to London, the Nortons were asked to 
write about their ministry. Readers of the Sunday School Times were asked to take up the 
role of “intercessory co-workers . . . contributing to the Fund for the further purchase of 
Testaments and Gospels.” At the same time intercession was deemed to be “more 
important” than financial support (E. Norton 1935, 86-87). Through The Sunday School 
Times, the Nortons had the potential backing of 115,000 readers, mostly from the United 
States of America. 

Under the slogan that “wherever a soldier in khaki is met, there is a chance to lead a 
soul to the Saviour,” the Nortons planned to serve all soldiers they could meet through the 
YMCA ministry they had cooperated with earlier (G. Winston). To their utter dismay 
however, they found out that during their stay in the United States the British military 
authorities had issued the order that only British citizens were to be allowed to work with 
the YMCA in the military training camps. This was the result of a spy-scandal involving 
Germans with American passports (Howard 1924, 110). It took Ralph Norton two and a half 
weeks to swallow the bitter pill and review their position. 

For unknown reasons the Nortons did not simply go to France, where they had 
previously noticed tremendous openness to evangelism, instead Ralph Norton decided to 
become a street colporteur among the “soldiers of many tongues” crowding the streets of 
London (Fox Norton 1935, 88), some of whom were Belgian. He used material from the 
Scripture Gift Mission (SGM), an organisation which specialised in literature distribution and 
published individual Gospels and small pamphlets in several languages. The Nortons knew 
the SGM from their earlier campaigns with Chapman and Alexander in the Britain. The SGM, 
specialised in literature distribution had their offices at 15 Strand, next to Charing Cross train 
station in London, where wounded soldiers, brought back from the front, were lying on 
stretchers around the platforms and in the forecourt. The Nortons were among several 
Christian workers who visited wounded soldiers of several nationalities in the London 



 

 

hospitals. Edith Norton writes in her diary in July 1915 they were granted permission to visit 
nearly all the military hospitals in London. An anonymous source comments on their 
compassion for the suffering soldiers:  

 
Kneeling on the ground beside those who lay on improvised stretchers they would 
speak a few sentences of comfort in French and commend to them the reading of the 
Gospel which would be put into the hands of surprised but grateful men. Often a bar 
of chocolate or some fruit accompanied the gift. (Anon. [1960], 96-97) 

 
Focus on the Belgian soldiers: establishment of the BASEC 
In September 1915, the ban that kept the Nortons out of the British training camps was 
lifted and for a time they resumed their evangelistic work in several military camps under 
the auspices of the YMCA. By the end of November however, they had abandoned this work, 
because their ministry among the Belgian soldiers was growing to such an extent that it 
demanded their “undivided time and attention” (E. Norton 1935, 90, 92; M. R. C. Norton 
1920, 155). Meanwhile, the name of their organisation had been changed to “The British and 
Foreign Soldiers Evangelistic Campaign, and eventually to “The British and Allied Soldiers 
Evangelistic Campaign,” BASEC. 

Although The Sunday School Times wrote at the time of their departure that they 
spoke English and French, the reality was different. Though his wife had by then been 
learning French for three years Ralph Norton did not yet speak any French, and had to learn 
phrases for standard situations from their hotel porter (Howard 1924, 13).  

On 20 July 1915, the first soldier on whom Ralph Norton tried out his French was a 
Pierre De Wallens. At least this is the first mention of such a conversation in Edith Norton’s 
diary . When Ralph offered him a Gospel, a conversation ensued, and De Wallens told him 
that he had been converted by a British chaplain during his long stay in a military hospital in 
Southampton. He asked for a stack of Gospels, to distribute among his fellow soldiers in the 
trenches, which were duly handed to him, together with a packet of sweets for his return 
trip (E. Norton 1935, 92). Most Belgian soldiers on furlough in London did not have any 
friends or acquaintances and wandered the streets aimlessly. The Nortons invited more and 
more of them to their hotel room (Howard 1924, 16). The guests were offered a cup of 
cocoa, Edith Norton would play the piano, and read “in very stumbling French” from John 
10. Then she would kneel down and pray for the soldiers, “recounting . . . their miseries, and 
their isolation from their families in the invaded district, cut off from all communication” (E. 
Norton 1935, 96). Depending on the duration of their furlough, the soldiers, mainly Flemish, 
would come to these meetings for one to several days in a row. The Nortons also met their 
material needs, inspired by Moody’s motto “if you want to win a man to Jesus Christ, you 
must first win him to himself” (R. Norton 1916, 226). In order to make the soldiers’ lives 
more endurable, the Nortons offered them the use of their bath, and Edith Norton washed 
and darned socks and repaired uniforms. Whenever necessary they even gave new socks, 
rubber boots, or other items to needy soldiers (M.R.C. Norton 1916a, 103). 

Soldiers even started to call them “petite mère” [little mother] and “petit père” [little 
father] and a growing group of soldiers started correspondence with them. This reveals that 
the Nortons gave away many miscellaneous things. There are thankyou letters for a “useful 
little électric lamp,” notepaper, socks, chocolate, beef, biscuits and a raincoat. Some of the 
items requested were cheese, butter, barbering equipment, a razor. Regularly soldiers asked 
for tobacco, but this request was ignored and they were sent tracts instead (Nortons 1918). 



 

 

Occasionally there was a direct request for money, which was also declined, with the 
explanation that the money they had secured was for the distribution of Scriptures and 
tracts (Nortons to Valckx 1918). Soon however, they not only received letters from soldiers 
they had met in London, but also from soldiers who had only heard of the caring Americans. 
Many letters spoke of spiritual need. One soldier wrote that he was weak and not worthy to 
gain eternal life (Van den Berghe 1918). In their reply the Nortons told him they understood 
his mood but that he had to follow Christ’s example, to pray constantly and that while the 
theory of the Christian life is simple, to practice it is much more difficult (Nortons to Van den 
Berghe 1918).  

At some point before mid August 1915, Ralph Norton met Peter Van Koeckhoven, 
who soon, like De Wallens, also asked for a supply of Gospels to hand out to his fellow 
soldiers. On 14 August he wrote that he had handed them all out to “Christian boys, and to 
those who had any like for Christianity.” He asked for a new supply, “for instance of St John 
or St Matthew, but if possible in Flemish language” (M.R.C. Norton 1915b, 737). According 
Van Koeckhoven, this openness was a direct consequence of the fact that the soldiers were 
constantly facing death. According to Van der Hoven there was another reason, namely that 
the Protestant religion was much easier than the Catholic and offered much more 
explanation (Van der Hoven 1916). The Nortons never hid their Protestant identity. 
 
The Growing Ministry of Butter and Bibles 
In the spring of 1916 Van Koeckhoven wrote to the Nortons, “we have a small league of 
Testament readers, and, although it bears no name, it counts a nice number of members 
which I enrolled for Jesus Christ. Every night they’re reading one or two chapters of the 
Gospels you sent them, and question me, and they are glad and satisfied they ever received 
your little Gospels” (M.R.C. Norton 1916a, 103). He then asked the Nortons to come up with 
a name for a Bible reading club and with a design for membership cards (E. Norton 1935, 
195). In consultation with the Secretary of SGM, they chose the name ‘La Ligue des Ecritures 
Saintes’ in French and ‘De Bond der Heilige Schriften’ in Flemish, which they translated into 
English for their supporters as ‘Scripture League’ (E. Norton 1935, 101). The League was 
structured after the general idea of the Pocket Testament League (PTL), which was founded 
by Charles M. Alexander’s wife, Helen Cadbury. A sample card was sent to the forty soldiers 
who were handing out the Gospels in the trenches on the Nortons’ behalf. Those who 
wished to become members filled out the response slip and sent it back to the secretariat in 
London. Those who wrote to say they had read their Gospel, were sent a New Testament. As 
the Gospels were handed out and the League was established, the Nortons received more 
and more letters, even from soldiers they had never met, requesting Bibles and New 
Testaments and expressing the desire to recommit their lives to God. Van Koeckhoven also 
started religious services for the members he managed to contact. 

A desire grew with the Nortons to visit the front line to get first hand impressions 
would help them to get a clearer picture of the soldiers’ material needs. Edith Norton felt it 
would also help her with her replies to the ever growing stream of soldiers’ letters (Fox 
Norton 1916a, 647). With the help of the Socialist Belgian Secretary Emile Vandervelde, who 
stayed in the same hotel as the Nortons, they were granted permission to visit the Belgian 
sector of the front lines, where they even had a twenty minute audience with the Belgian 
Queen, explaining their mission (Sûreté Militaire de l’Arrière 1916). After some time the 
Nortons also received correspondence from Belgian prisoners of war in Germany, interned 



 

 

Belgian soldiers in the Netherlands and from people in the camps for permanently mutilated 
Belgian soldiers in France (McQuilkin 1915; G. Winston).  

In the summer of 1916, they returned to the United States to inform their supporters 
of what they had been doing, and to raise funds to keep up with the growing ministry. The 
office in London was temporarily closed. On 5 July 1916, they left Liverpool for New York. 
Ralph Norton believed that people would donate money if they were confronted with the 
need. In a meeting with the advisory committee, he also came to an agreement with the 
friends of The Sunday School Times. First, they decided to print “a Soldiers’ Edition of the 
New Testament . . . in both French and Flemish” (G. Winston). The French, ‘Ostervald’ 
version of the New Testament had an introduction with a simple outline “showing the Way 
of Life, with Scripture texts printed in full so that the French or Belgian soldier, however little 
Scripture knowledge he might have, could find there the Way presented clearly but simply.” 
In the back there was a membership card of the Ligue des Saintes Ecritures and the tract Ma 
Déclaration de Foi. Secondly, they decided to make Christmas boxes with presents for the 
soldiers at the front, the interned soldiers in the Netherlands, the prisoners of war in 
Germany, and the injured in hospitals behind the front lines. The boxes were going to cost 
about $1, and were to contain “milk chocolate, a bit of Christmas cake, beef cubes for 
making bouillon, cocoa cubes for making cocoa in the trenches, a can of condensed milk, 
perhaps a pound of butter (their most desired luxury)” (Fox Norton 1916b, 620). The plan 
was that the Nortons would go back to London, and order boxes from there, with the 
number of boxes based on the available funds. Thirdly, the material help to the soldiers was 
going to be further extended. Apart from tracts and Gospels, they were also going to hand 
out clothes. Fourthly, they were going to finance the furloughs of soldiers who the Nortons 
were in contact with as they argued that by this time, most Belgian soldiers were refused 
furloughs in London because they had no money for food and lodging. In all likelihood the 
Nortons were referring to a Belgian Cabinet Decision which restricted the number of 
furloughs to 300 per day (Ministère de la guerre 1916, 2:505). The costs of the Christmas 
boxes were estimated at $3,5 per person. This was much more than the originally estimated 
$1. Consequently the idea that soldiers could also be reached with the Gospel via all kinds of 
material help must have been strong (Fox Norton 1916b, 620). 

In autumn 1916, Edith Norton returned to London while her husband remained in the 
United States to raise further funds (M. R. C. Norton 1920, 155). Soon after her arrival, she 
hired staff for the correspondence with the soldiers and opened an office near Charing Cross 
Station, where most Belgian soldiers on furlough arrived. In December, an order of 10,000 
Christmas boxes was placed. Each box contained seven or eight items, depending on the 
availability of products as the boxes were prepared, as well as an envelope with a French 
and a Flemish Gospel, a story tract, a brochure in French about the League, a reply card that 
could be returned by soldiers who wanted to become members, and a Christmas card with a 
return address (G. Winston). As a first priority, parcels were sent to the Norton’s own 
contacts, who numbered by then almost five thousand. Slightly over a thousand boxes were 
sent to Protestants in the Belgian army, on the basis of a list compiled by Protestant Head 
Chaplain Karel Blommaert. The rest “were dispatched to that number of poor and 
exceptionally needy soldiers at the front, the names of whom were supplied by a Belgian 
committee in London.” Although they used several standard letters, each letter also 
contained a personal note. In every letter, reference was made to Christ and the possibility 
to become a member of the League (Fox Norton 1917a, 415). The Belgian Adjutant Odilon 
Vansteenberghe often came to the office to help with the translation of letters into Flemish. 



 

 

In her diary, Edith Norton mentions that preachers from several London churches also 
offered their services. When her husband returned to London in May 1917, a larger office 
was rented in the same building and in July an adjoining room was also rented and used as a 
foyer for the Belgian soldiers who were on furlough in London (E. Norton 1935, 117). 

In August 1917, the Nortons decided to return to the United States once more to 
raise additional funds. The operational costs were now as high as $1,000 per month, 
excluding the costs of Gospels and New Testaments. They also planned to send three times 
as many Christmas boxes than previously (E. Norton 1935, 130). When they returned to 
London in late December 1917, the Nortons not only had raised sufficient funds for the 
operational costs but also had enough money for 32,000 Christmas boxes. Twenty-five 
thousand of these were to be sent to the Belgian soldiers at the front lines, and 7,000 to 
Belgian prisoners of war in Germany (Fox Norton 1917b, 587). The contents were to be 
similar to those of the previous year, and the tracts to be included were “contributed by 
different societies and individual friends” (Fox Norton 1917b, 587). In February 1918 the 
Nortons visited again the Belgian sector and Edith Norton mentions meetings with leading 
officers and politicians in her diary. The Catholic Minister of War, De Ceuninck, promised his 
assistance with any future campaigns (E.F. Norton 1918b, 399). On 22 February 1918, in the 
presence of General Gillain, the Nortons personally handed out 1,500 boxes to “the most 
necessitous and deserving” of the fifth division, chosen by the General Staff. At their return 
to London, they found that thousands of letters had arrived in response to the Christmas 
boxes (E. Norton 1935, 143). Upon invitation of Vandervelde the Nortons distributed 16,000 
Easter parcels, each with a greeting card to the roughly 2,000 mutilated Belgian soldiers in 
Camp Port Villez near Rouen and the “14,000 ouvriers [Belgian workmen in service at the 
front] (E. F. Norton 1918c, 299; 1918d, 503). 

Accompanied by Rev. J. Stuart Holden, chairman of the Christian Missionary Society 
and the Keswick Convention, the Nortons returned to the US in early June 1918. Secretary 
Vandervelde had suggested that they might consider giving a Christmas box to all 125,000 
Belgian soldiers in active service. Each soldier was to receive a ‘bon de magasin,’ a coupon to 
be detached from the Christmas card with its Gospel message. This coupon could be 
exchanged in a government store for a bar of chocolate, two candles and a bar of soap. The 
Belgian Consul in New York was given permission to transport the shipment from the US to 
England free of charge (E. Norton 1935, 146). Vandervelde assured Ralph Norton of the 
Belgian Military Authorities’ support, Chief-of-Staff Lieutenant-General Gillain announced in 
an advertisement in the Sunday School Times(1918, n° 45):  

 
Our thoughts are with you, and with ours the thoughts of hundreds just out from the 
trenches, who have been gathered in a small rainy village in Flanders to receive from 
your hands a splendid parcel, and from your lips a kind word and a smile. In the name 
of my whole division I thank you with all my heart.  

 
In the same advertisement, Secretary Vandervelde announced:  
 

It is with the greatest pleasure that I take this opportunity of expressing my deepest 
gratitude to Mr. and Mrs. Norton, whose untiring devotion toward the Belgian 
soldiers has already rendered so many services, and who are preparing themselves 
for another fresh effort in order to present our fighting men at Christmas next with a 
fresh token of the sympathy and generosity of the American people. 



 

 

 
It is highly likely Vandevelde’s support was rooted in the perception that 

predominantly roman-catholic Belgium would receive more support from America, 
perceived as a protestant country, if it was asked through Protestant channels. 

The cost of this huge operation was initially estimated at $50,000, but it was 
eventually budgeted for $100,000 (E.F. Norton 1918d, 443). While they were preparing for 
their return to England, an armistice was announced on 11 November 1918. The American 
Council of the British and Allied Soldiers Evangelistic Campaign immediately met “to consider 
the future of the work for Belgian soldiers” (E. Norton 1935, 147). As the soldiers were not 
immediately demobilized, they still were presented their Christmas gifts, now distributed 
through the supply rooms of the Belgian Army. The soldier-evangelists also thought about 
the future. Peter van Koeckhoven and another member of the League, were hoping to 
organise a gathering after the war with all the League members as well as Ralph and Edith 
Norton (M.R.C. Norton 1916b, 525-526).  
 
Lasting results 
Together with the Advisory Committee, the Nortons decided to found the Belgian Gospel 
Mission (BGM) to continue BASEC’s work. The BGM aimed was to reach out to the entire 
Belgian people and started its evangelistic activities in liberated Belgium on 1 January 1919. 
The Nortons had hoped many members of the Scripture League would join them, but in fact 
only a few did. In 1929, a letter was sent to all former members of the League, hoping to 
restore the contact (J.C. Winston 1929). Only one or two replies were received (Williams 
1929; E.L.S. 1929). Yet for years to come every now and then Evangelistic colporters would 
meet former members who still spoke with high regard of the Nortons. Despite the 
disappointing cooperation by members of the League, the BGM was able to start between 
fifty and one hundred new churches in Belgium in the inter-war period. 

 
Concluding observations and areas for further research 
Ralph and Edith Norton were certainly not the only Protestant individuals or organizations 
ministering to the Belgian soldiers, but their efforts were by far the most comprehensive and 
successful. In 1918, only three years after they started their mission from scratch, they 
corresponded on a regular basis with some 17,000 Belgian soldiers. This was over 10% of the 
Belgian army, whereas Protestants at that time comprised only 0.5 to 1% of the Belgian 
population. Might this be a reason why Protestant churches knew an impressive growth 
between the wars? More research would be needed to substantiate this claim.  

The BASEC workers themselves were not so positive about the lasting success of their 
faith mission. Odilon Vansteenberghe wrote in retrospect that eventually of every thousand 
contacts created by sending parcels to frontline soldiers from London, only one remained 
faithful to Protestantism (Vansteenberghe 1945). Based on the data found in the archives 
this figure is slightly too negative, although the general gist of his argument is justified. 
Vansteenberghe backed the Norton’s hindsight conclusion that material aid did not make 
people more receptive to spiritual matters. Whether BGM was reluctant to develop social 
efforts as a result of this experience may also well prove to be a fruitful research question. 
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