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RESERVE-LIEUTENANT FERDINAND VERLEYEN                                                                  

18th REGIMENT OF THE LINE  

Ferdinand Verleyen served during the First World War as a Reserve-Lieutenant in the Belgian 

18th Regiment of the Line. Details about his service career and personal information, is very 

limited and it is not possible to fully complement the life history of this gallant Belgian soldier. 

Perhaps if it was possible to access archival material about him from Belgian sources then 

perhaps the information would be more forthcoming. It would be helpful if the date of his birth 

was known or more information relating to him joining the army. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ferdinand Verleyen                                                                                                                              

(Date When The Original Black & White Photograph Was Taken Unknown) 
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It is known that after the First World War he was living in Etterbeck, Belgium where most 

probably he was born. Etterbeek is one of the nineteen municipalities in the Brussels-Capital 

Region of Belgium. It neighbours the municipalities of the City of Brussels, Ixelles, Audergham, 

Woluwe-Saint-Pierre, Woluwe-Saint-Lambert and Schaerbeek. In common with all the Brussels 

municipalities, it is legally bilingual ï French and Dutch.  

The first documented reference to Etterbeek is the building of a church in the 8th century. The 

name has Celtic roots, óettô meaning órapid movement and the Dutch word óbeekô meaning 

óstreamô is recorded on a document dated 1127. Its current spelling dates from 1138 when 

construction on a new church began. In the Middle Ages, Etterbeek was a rural hamlet 

independent from Brussels except from a beer tax given to Brussels circa 1300 by John II, Duke 

of Brabant. In 1489, Albert Duke of Saxe ransacked Etterbeek in his pursuit of rebels who 

fought against Maximilian of Austria. The village was again destroyed in 1580 by the 

iconoclasts during the Protestant Reformation wars.  

 

Medal Group Of Reserve-Lieutenant Ferdinand Verleyen ~ Belgian 18th Regiment Of The Line 

Display Includes His Miniature Medals, Fire Card 65mm Bronze Medallion,                                             

20th Anniversary Bronze Medallion Of The Union Of Veterans Organisations                                      

& Small Sepia Photographs Of His Mother & Father* 
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In 1673, Etterbeek gained its independence from neighbouring Sint-Genesius-Rode, when 

Charles II of Spain promoted it into a barony. The first baron was Don Diego-Henriquz de 

Castro, general treasurer of the Netherlands armies. The Castro house was sold in 1767 and can 

still be seen today as Etterbeekôs oldest building. Under the French regime, Etterbeek was made 

into a commune, within the canton of Sint-Stevens-Woluwe.  

From then on and especially after the Belgian Revolution of 1830 and the development of 

Brussels as a capital city, the population of Etterbeek grew quickly. In 1876 there were more 

than 10,000 inhabitants, in 1900 more than 20,000 and in 1910 more than 33,000. In early 

decades of the 20th century, under the reign of Leopold II, construction boomed and changed the 

townôs character with the addition of the broad avenues and residential areas. 

A Belgian family history web-site mentions a Ferdinand Verleyen born in 1901 in Etterbeek. 

Whether this refers to the Reserve-Lieutenant Ferdinand Verleyen is uncertain. The, former 

person would have been 13 years of age on the outbreak of the Great War. Was he too young for 

military service? Possibly he could have joined the Army two or three years later, say in 1917, if 

so as an officer? Without further detailed information all has to be considered speculative.  

However, the front-line war service of Reserve-Lieutenant Ferdinand Verleyen entitled him to 

five ófrontstripesô having served two-an-a-half years at the front ï the maximum number of 

ófrontstripesô was eight for the four years of the 1914-1919 war. His entry in the Fire Card 

Guestbook referred to below is at the bottom of page 1378 (the book has 1456 pages), confirms 

his name, address, book number, page, rank, regiment and presence of a photograph. Despite the 

sparse details about Reserve-Lieutenant Ferdinand Verleyen, his medal group bears witness to a 

brave and courageous Belgian soldier.    
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BELGIAN SOLDIERS ~ FIRST WORLD WAR ~ Article by Tom Simoens ï Royal 

Military Academy  

Introduction 

Belgium went to war with 200,000 men out of a male population of 3,680,790 ï 90% of them 

were draftees civilians in uniform, the rest were professional soldiers or officers. Belgian 

soldiers were called Jass (the Dutch word for coat) or Piottes, both pre-war terms for draftees. 

Between 1915 and 1918 the army had an average strength of 137,000. In total some 320,000 

men served in the Belgian Armed Forces.  

More conscripts reinforced the ranks during the hostilities (70,000 in total, mainly from the 

Belgian diaspora ï one out of five Belgians became refugees in 1914). Some 50,000 war 

volunteers joined them, many of them escaped from occupied Belgium through the Netherlands. 

Among the latter were many bourgeois who gradually rose to the rank of junior officer. 

Separated From The Home Front 

The fate of the Belgian soldiers was in many aspects different from that of their French, British 

and German counterparts. First they were separated from their loved ones in occupied Belgium, 

though it should be noted that the same goes for some of the French soldiers from the northern 

departments. A Belgian soldier could not return home when he was on leave. Instead he spent 

his holidays in France or Great Britain, an expensive journey. Non-profit organisations 

supported the poorest soldiers in making the trip.  

Like everywhere, letters and trench newspapers were subjected to military censorship. However, 

the Belgian military also had very little information about life on the home front. The rare news 

received was not reassuring since soldiersô families were suffering under German occupation. 

Local news from home was immediately shared in the trench newspapers which had very strong 

regional and religious content. The rare opportunities of correspondence with the home front 

were slow and uncertain, since all letters had to be smuggled over the Dutch-Belgian border. 

Poor Living & Welfare Conditions 

Second, the Belgian soldiersô daily life in the rear zone was marked by several difficulties. Their 

pay was poor compared to French and British colleagues. They ate unhealthy and unbalanced 

food. Moreover, the Belgian army was slow at organizing an official system of welfare, 

education and entertainment. Only from 1917 on did the army start to take care of shops, sports 
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competitions, education, libraries etc. Until then these activities had been a private initiative, 

mostly lead by organisations with catholic roots (e.g. study groups). 

Casualties 

Third, itôs important to stress that more than 40,000 Belgians died during the First World War 

despite a unique defensive military strategy. This represents a death rate of 12·5 percent. 

Belgian soldiers died at an average age of twenty-six years. In the trenches the harsh living 

conditions in flooded areas caused many diseases. One-third of all deadly casualties in trench 

warfare were due to illness (compared with one out of six for other belligerents). Belgian army 

divisions spent nearly all their time on the frontline, whereas their German opponents or allied 

friends were often recalled for training and rest periods. Furthermore, 77,422 were wounded and 

hospitalized while 122,987 were hospitalized for illness. Some 41,000 Belgians were taken 

prisoner. Belgian soldiers fought and died in their trenches on the front of the Yser River, north 

of the Ypres salient. In the first months of the war they were also engaged in severe battles in 

Liège and Namur (August 1914) and around Antwerp (August-October 1914). The deadliest 

days of the war were 28th September 1918 (the first day of the Liberation Offensive ï 1,036 

dead) and 12th September 1914 (fighting around Antwerp ï 893 dead). 

Scarcity of Sources 

Despite a literacy rate of more than 90%, only a limited number of published and unpublished 

memoirs and letters are available. So far, only partial quantitative and qualitative studies have 

been undertaken based on lists of casualties or judicial records. It is therefore impossible to form 

answers to general questions such as why did soldiers fight during the war. Only a few Belgian 

historians have done innovative research on this topic and came to the conclusion that both 

consent (the war is right; the country in general and the home town in particular have to be 

liberated) and repression (fear of punishment) played an important role in the soldierôs thinking. 

Moreover, soldiers came from different social groups ï the infantrymen, for instance were 

composed of 25% farmers, 60% industrial workers and 15% traders. Therefore, a universal 

ñBelgian soldierò simply did not exist. 

Military Discipline 

The war had an impact on military discipline. Due to the harsh living and fighting conditions in 

and behind the trenches, young officers and NCOôs were forced to live closer to their men than 

ever before. Imposing a rigid and formal discipline (as the army command wanted) was all but 

easy. Therefore, military discipline became more informal, based on mutual respect. Soldiers 
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often ñnegotiatedò successfully with their superiors to loosen the discipline by protesting 

individually or collectively. However, there were never mutinies or armed resistance. Twelve 

soldiers were executed ï seven in 1914, three in 1915 and two in 1918. Two were sentenced to 

death for killing a superior; one who killed his pregnant girlfriend and was guillotined on the 

26th March 1918.  

The most important tension was between the Flemish (Dutch-speaking) soldiers and their 

French-speaking superiors. French was the overall command language. It was used for all 

orders, official publications and instruction trainings. This linguistic tension was increased by an 

overrepresentation of Flemish soldiers. 70% of the dead of 1915-1918 were Flemish, whereas 

they made up only 55% of the Belgian population in 1910. This number and the discussion of 

whether Flemish soldiers paid a too high price compared to French-speaking Belgians, is still an 

issue today, in particular among Flemish nationalists.  

Some Flemish Catholic and intellectuals started a secret movement within the army, the 

Frontbeweging that pressed for more linguistic rights for Dutch speakers. The movement 

garnered no fewer than 5,000 members. In 1917 and 1918 their frustration led to a series of 

demonstrations and riots in the rear zone, Red flags also appeared. High Command only made 

small concession to the Flemish military, e.g. officers had to pass a (ridiculously easy) language 

test and official texts were translated into Dutch. On the one hand the Belgian soldiers suffered 

from the same poor living conditions and daily violence in the trenches. On the other hand, their 

fate was different than that of their British or German counterparts, e.g. the separation from their 

loved ones in occupied Belgium. The latter turned out to be an important factor of frustration 

and a good motivator at the same time. 
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ORDER OF LEOPOLD 1 ï MILITARY DIVISION KNIGHT                                                       

History 

The Order of Leopold ï (Dutch: Leopoldsorde ~ French: Orde de Leopold I) ï is one of three 

current Belgian national honorary orders of knighthood. It is the oldest and highest order of 

Belgium and is named in honour of its founder King Leopold I. It consists of a military, a 

maritime and a civil division. The maritime division is only awarded to personnel of the 

merchant navy and the military division to military personnel. The decoration was established 

on the 11th July 1832 and is awarded by Royal Order. 

 

Reserve-Lieutenant Ferdinand Verleyen                                                                                                  

Order Of Leopold I ï Military Di vision (Knight) With Crossed Swords 

When Belgium became independent of the Netherlands, there was an urgent need to create a 

national honour system that could serve as a diplomatic gift. The national congress provided this 

exclusive right to the sovereign, this military honour system was written in Article 76. The first 

King of the Belgians, Leopold I of Belgium, used his constitutional right in a larger way than 

foreseen: not only military merit, but every service in honour of the Kingdom. Two years after 

the independence, the young King officially founded the dynastic Order of Leopold. The king 
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approved the colour and grades both civil and military, and the official motto LôUnion fait la 

Force/Endracht maakt Macht.  

In 1832 Felix de Merode had a design approved by the Chambers for military and civil merit. 

This system was adapted from other European countries. More specific, the Order of Leopold is 

based on the French honour tradition with five classes. On the 11th June 1832 the law was 

promulgated and the exact colours were defined; Article 2: ñLe ruban sera ponceau moir®ò. The 

devise was presented in the 3rd article: Lôunion fait la Force. 

The Belgian court often used the Grand Cordon as a valuable diplomatic gift. However in the 

second half of the 19th century, the court also used it as a dynastic order to bestow on family 

members during major family celebration. The founder gave his French family Grand Cordons 

as wedding gifts. During weddings the Belgian court sent large numbers of crosses to the new 

family and its court. For the wedding of Rudolf and Stephanie the father of the bride sent twenty 

Grand Cordons to the Austrian Court. In return the Belgian court received decorations; these 

gifts were part of negotiations of the weddings. The order was bestowed by King Leopold II on 

Prince Karl Anton of Hohenzollern and Ernst Gunther, Duke of Schleswig-Holstein as a 

personal marriage gift. In 1878 the King named several diplomatic dignitaries Grand Cordon in 

honour of his silver wedding celebrations.  

In 1900 the occasion of the wedding of Prince Albert was used to send fifteen Grand Cordons to 

the Bavarian Court. Among the recipients were Luitpold, Prince Regent of Bavaria and his two 

sons, Princes Ludwig (the future Ludwig III of Bavaria) and Arnulf, Duke Louis of Bavaria and 

the father of the bride Karl Theodore, Duke in Bavaria. The brother of the new Princess, Duke 

Ludwig Wilhelm was still a minor at the time of the wedding, and Minister de Favareau opposed 

this wedding gift for an adolescent. However, the young prince aged 14 received the gift by 

royal decree. People who fought in the Belgian revolution became members in great numbers. In 

1838 the King lost his right to create members, this was from then on the responsibility of the 

foreign office.  

In 1919 King Albert granted all Lieutenant-Generals of the Belgian Army the Grand Cordon in 

Brussels, and it was also bestowed on Major-Generals. There were also foreign recipients and 

one to the rare ladies in the order, Countess Renée de Merode. The order can be bestowed post-

mortem and it can also be withdrawn from recipients. After the Second World War, the Order of 

Leopold was bestowed on the several officers of foreign militaries who had helped to liberate 

Belgium from the occupation of German forces.  
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The most illustrious was the Grand Cordons with Palms given by the King to Sir Winston 

Churchill and Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1945. Today membership can only be granted by decree 

of His Majesty King Philippe of Belgium and is reserved to the very most important Belgian 

nationals and to some distinguished foreign persons who contributed in one way to the Belgian 

military, the Belgian civil society or the Belgian State. Annually, there are two major days when 

the King normally grants membership, on April 8th (King Albert Iôs birthday) and on November 

15th (Day of the Belgian Dynasty).  

During state visits, the Order of Leopold is the most important diplomatic gift of the state. In 

2015 some protest was noted when King Phillipe offered the Grand Cordon to President 

Erdogan of Turkey during his state visit in Belgium. 

Classes 

The Order of Leopold is issued in five classes: 

a) Grand Cordon (óGrand Cordon/Grootlintô), who wears the badge on a collar (chain) or 

sash on the right shoulder, plus the star on the left side of the chest. 

b) Grand Officer (óGrand Officer/Grootofficerô), who wears a badge on a necklace, plus a 

star on the left side of the chest (created on the 31st December 1838). 

c) Commander (óCommandeurô), who wear he badge on a necklace. 

d) Officer (óOfficerô), who wears the badge on a ribbon with rosette on the left side of the 

chest. 

e) Knight (óChevalier/Ridderô), who wear the badge on a ribbon on the left side of the 

chest. 

All five classes come in three divisions (civil, military and maritime). No membership can be 

granted to a person before the age of 42, except in the military division. Only the Belgian king is 

entitled to chair the order and to be named Grand Master (óGrand Ma´tre/Grootmeesterô). 

Grand Cordon 

The Grand Cordon title is reserved in general for other monarchs, heirs, foreign heads of state, 

general, cardinals, ministersô of state, Prime Ministers and high diplomats. The Belgian Court 

has granted the Grand Cordon to all of its family members often considered a personal marriage 

gift of the king.  

The Court has sent grand cordons to other dignitaries like ambassadors, cardinals, important 

artists and in exception high functionaries. As of the class of commander the decision must be 
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approved by the Council of Ministers. Following the tradition, it is not allowed that a Belgian 

minister can accept this gift from the King during the period of public office. 

Insignia 

The collar of the order is in gold, with nine crowns, nine face-to-face monograms ñLRò (for 

ñLeopoldus Rexò for King Leopold I), and eighteen lions. 

The badge of the order is white-enameled Maltese Cross, in silver for Knight class and in gold 

for higher classes, with a green-enameled wreath of laurel and oak leaves between the arms of 

the cross. The obverse central disc features a lion on a black enamel background; the reverse 

central disc has a face-to-face monogram ñLRò (for King Leopold I); both discs are surrounded 

by a red enamel ring with the motto ñUnity Is Strengthò in French (Lôunion fait la force) and in 

Dutch (Eendracht maakt macht). The cross is topped by a crown, which might have crossed 

swords (military division) or anchors (maritime division) underneath it. The civil division has 

neither swords nor anchors. 

The plaque of the order is an eight-pointed faceted silver star for the Grand Cordon class, and a 

silver faceted Maltese Cross with straight rays between the arms for the Grand Officer class. The 

central disc has a lion on a black enamel background, surrounded by a red enamel ring with the 

motto as on the badge. Golden crossed swords or anchors might be added behind the medallion, 

depending on division. The ribbon of the order is usually plain purple. However, if the order is 

awarded in special circumstances, the ribbon of the Officer and Knight classes show the 

following variations: 

a) Crossed swords are added to the ribbon when awarded in wartime (if the order was 

awarded during the Second World War or during the Korean War, a small silver bar is 

added to the ribbon mentioning the name of the war). 

b) The ribbon has a vertical gold border on both sides when awarded for a special act of 

valour at war. 

c) The ribbon has a central vertical gold stripe when awarded for an exceptionally 

meritorious act in wartime. 

d) A silver star is added to the ribbon when awarded for meritorious acts of charity. 

e) A gold star is added to the ribbon when the recipient has been mentioned in dispatches at 

the national level. 

f) Silver or gold are palms are added to the ribbon when awarded in wartime to military 

personnel. 
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Stars and borders or stripes can be awarded together, but these deviations are currently only 

rarely awarded. The colour of the ribbon has varied during the 19th century from red to purple. 

Ribbon bars are worn on the semi-formal dress uniform. Since 1921, insignias of the order not 

awarded in wartime have to be purchased by the recipient. 

Current Award Conditions Of Belgian National Orders 

National orders are awarded by royal decree at fixed dates: 8th April (Birthday of King Albert I), 

15th November (Kingôs Feast), and in some cases on 21st July (Belgian national holiday) to 

reward meritorious services to the Kingdom of Belgium based on the career path and age of the 

recipient. A number of different regulations rule the award of national order for the various 

ministries. In addition the national orders may be awarded by the king for especially meritorious 

deeds. The royal decrees, except for conferrals on foreigners, are published in the Belgian 

Official Journal (Moniteur Belge).  

The minister responsible for Foreign Affairs, currently the Federal Public Service (SPF/FOD) 

Foreign Affairs, administers the national orders and has a role of advisor in cases not fitting 

within a regulation. For the award of national orders for persons to which no regulation apply or 

has been adopted the number of awards is limited every year by decision of the Council of 

Ministers. The classes of the national orders are integrated in a combined hierarchy defined by 

law, whereby within one class the Order of Leopold is senior to the Order of the Crown, which 

is senior to the Order of Leopold II.  

Except in some specific cases, one cannot be awarded a national order at a level below the 

highest that the recipient has already received (e.g. a commissioned officer who become a 

Commander of the Order of Leopold II because of meritorious personal service to the king 

before he became a Knight of the Order of Leopold may not be awarded the latter decoration or 

that of Officer of the Order of Leopold). Persons who are the subject of criminal proceedings 

will usually not be awarded a national order until they are declared not guilty. 

Award Of The Order Of Leopold In The Military Division 

The Order of Leopold in the Military Division (with crossed swords under the crown) is 

awarded to military personnel on the basis of their length of service, with the years of initial 

training counting for half and the first twelve years of service as member of the flying personnel 

counting double: 

a) Grand Officer: Awarded to a Lieutenant-General after holding that rank for about 2 

years, for exceptional services to the Armed Forces; 
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b) Commander: Awarded after 35 years of meritorious service to a general officer; 

c) Officer: Awarded after 28 years of meritorious service to a field officer; 

d) Knight: Awarded after 20 years of meritorious service to a commissioned officer within 

a minimum rank of Captain and after 40 years of meritorious service for a non-

commissioned officer; 

The years of service that are counted to calculate the eligibility of the award are not necessarily 

equal to the (calendar) years of duty. Additional bonuses can be earned for service in the air (an 

heritage coming from King Albert who wanted to bestow extra credit upon pilots in the First 

World War, who often faced great danger in a new and experimental military branch) or on the 

battlefield (during wartime) and years of service as a non-commissioned officer or as enlisted 

personnel count as half for the awards made to officers. For awards to military personnel, there 

is no minimum age requirement. The Order of Leopold is also sometimes awarded to military 

personnel not meeting the above requirements when they have performed especially meritorious 

services to the king. 

Award Of The Order Of Leopold In The Maritime Division 

The order in the Maritime Division (with crossed anchors under the crown) is only awarded to 

members of the merchant navy, as members of the Belgian Navy are awarded the order in the 

Military Division. The Order of Leopold is currently almost never awarded in the Maritime 

Division. 

Award Conditions For Long Civilian Service 

The Knightôs Cross of the Order of Leopold may be awarded to workers in the private sector of 

contractual employees of the public sector after fifty-five years of professional activity. The 

Knightôs Cross of the Order of Leopold is also awarded to the members of the national and 

provincial committees for the promotion of labour who have reached the age of 42 after a tenure 

of 20 years (national committee) or 30 years (provincial committee). 

The Association Of The Order Of Leopold 

Founded in 1932 on the occasion of the centenary of the creation of the Order of Leopold as 

ñSoci®t® dôentraide des membres de lôOrdre de L®opoldò/ñVereniging tot onderlinge hulp aan de 

leden van de Leopoldsordeò (Mutual aid society for the members of the Order of Leopold), the 

Association of the Order of Leopold (Vereniging van de Leopoldsorde in Dutch, Société de 

lôOrdre de L®opold in French) is a private association, that is headquartered in Brussels. 
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ORDER OF THE CROWN  

The Order of the Crown (French: Ordre de la Couronne, Dutch: Kroonorde) is a national order 

of the Kingdom of Belgium. The Order is one of Belgiumôs highest honours. 

History 

The Order was established on the 15th October, 1897 by King Leopold II in his capacity as ruler 

of the Congo Free State. The order was first intended to recognize heroic deeds and 

distinguished service achieved for service in the Congo Free State ï many of which acts soon 

became highly controversial. In 1908, the Order of the Crown was made a national honour of 

Belgium, junior to the Order of Leopold.   

 

Reserve-Lieutenant Ferdinand Verleyen                                                                                             

Order Of The Crown With Crossed Swords 

Currently, the Order of the Crown is awarded for services rendered to the Belgian state, 

especially for meritorious service in public employment. The Order of the Crown is also 

awarded for distinguished artistic, literary or scientific achievements, or for commercial or 

industrial services in Belgium or Africa. The Order may also be bestowed to foreign nationals 

and is frequently awarded to military and diplomatic personnel of other countries stationed in (or 
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providing support to) Belgium. During the Second World War, the Order of the Crown was 

extensively authorized for award to Allied military personnel who had helped to liberate 

Belgium from the occupation forces of Nazi Germany. The Order of the Crown is awarded by 

royal decree. 

Classes 

The Order of the Crown is awarded in five classes, plus two palms and three medals: 

a) Grand Cross, which wears the badge on a sash on the right shoulder, plus the star on the 

left chest. 

b) Grand Officer, which wears a star on the left chest, and may also wear the neck badge. 

c) Commander, which wears the badge on a neck ribbon. 

d) Officer, which wears the badge on a ribbon with rosette on the left chest. 

e) Knight, which wears the badge on a ribbon on the left chest. 

f) Golden Palms, which wears a wreath of golden palms on a ribbon on the left chest. 

g) Silver Palms, which wears a wreath of silver palms on a ribbon on the left chest. 

h) Gold Medal, who wears the medal on the left chest. 

i) Silver Medal, who wears the medal on the left chest. 

j) Bronze Medal, who wears the medal on the left chest. 

Insignia 

The badge of the Order is a white-enameled Maltese cross with straight rays, in silver for the 

Knight class and in gold for the higher classes. The obverse disc has a gold crown on a blue 

enameled background; the reverse central disc has the face-to-face monogram ñLò (for King 

Leopold II) on a blue enameled background. The badge is suspended from a green-enameled 

wreath of laurel and oak leaves. 

The plaque for Grand Cross is a faceted silver five-pointed star with golden rays between the 

branches of the star. The centre shows the obverse of a commanderôs cross. The plaque for 

Grand Officer is a faceted five-armed óMaltese asteriskô with golden rays between the arms. The 

centre shows the obverse of an officerôs cross. 

The medal is round in gold, silver and bronze versions, with a suspension in the form of a royal 

crown with two pendelia and a ribbon ring. The obverse shows a finely ribbed central area with 

bead surround, with the royal crown superimposed. The surrounding circlet carries the motto of 

the Belgian Congo: Travail et Progrés (work and progress) ï the later issues are bilingual 

including the Dutch Arbeid en Voorritgang in the lower half of the circlet. The reverse is a 




