
THE  FIRST  BOY  SCOUT  CAMP. 

 

The First of August is the anniversary of the first Boy Scout Camp which was held on Brownsea 

Island in Poole Harbour in 1907.  The movement itself arose from Robert Baden-Powell’s book 

“Aids to Scouting” first published in 1899.  However it is unlikely that the International 

movement we now know as the Boy Scouts and Girl Guides would have come into being 

without the advent on the 11th October, 1899 of the South African War, alternatively known as 

the Second Boer War, when the Boers of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal laid siege to 

the townships of Kimberley, Ladysmith and Mafeking.  Colonel Robert Stephenson Smyth 

Baden-Powell, as he then was, recognised the contribution made by the Mafeking Cadet Corps 

during the siege when non native boys between the age of 12 and 15, that is below fighting 

age, stood guard, carried messages and assisted in hospitals thus freeing grown men to fight. 

Colonel Baden-Powell did not form the Cadet Corps himself, although he was sufficiently 

impressed with both their courage and the equanimity with which they performed their tasks 

to use them in “Aids to Scouting” which later formed the first chapter of “Scouting for Boys” 

published in 1908. On the 16th May, 1900 the siege was lifted and Colonel Baden-Powell was 

promoted to Major General and became a national hero. 

Robert Baden-Powell had also published a number of popular books on military scouting 

including “Aids to Scouting for NCOs and Men”, published in 1899. Though written for non-

commissioned officers it became a best-seller and was used by teachers and youth 

organisations.  

The advent of the Needle Gun, a breech loaded rifle, the invention of the German gunsmith 

Johann Nicolaus von Dreyse, adopted by Prussia in 1848, together with the gradual 

development of smokeless gunpowder led to the adoption of less colourful uniforms and later 

camouflage, field grey in Germany and khaki for the British Army.   It was largely the use by 

Prussia of these developments that led to the defeat of Austria at the Battle of Königgrätz in 

the Austro-Prussian War of 1866. The traditional method of recognisance using a cavalry 

screen, light cavalry (hussars, lancers or light dragoons) to protect one’s own forces and report 

of enemy positions became increasingly hazardous as troops blended into the country with 

camouflage and without gun smoke to reveal their whereabouts.  Thus the relevance of scouting 

parties trained and equipped to be less conspicuous gradually replaced the cavalry screen.  It is 

against this background that we should view the relevance and military popularity of “Aids to 

Scouting for NCOs and Men”.    

In the years after the South African War Major General Robert Baden-Powell broached the 

idea of a new youth organisation with a number of people, including William Alexander Smith, 

founder of the Boys' Brigade, with whom he discussed setting up a Boys Brigade Scouting 

achievement. The Brownsea Island Scout camp of 1907 was a boys' camping event on 

Brownsea Island in Southern England, organised by Robert S. S. Baden-Powell, now promoted 

to Lieutenant General as an experimental camp to test his ideas for the book “Scouting for 

Boys”. It was designed for boys of different social backgrounds to participate from the 1st to 

the 8th of August, 1907 in various activities including camping, observation, woodcraft, 

chivalry, lifesaving and patriotism. He invited his lifelong friend, Major Kenneth McLaren, to 

attend the camp as an assistant. 



The event is now recognised as the world's first Scout camp and is regarded as the origin of the 

worldwide Scout movement.  

The Boy Scouts provided invaluable auxiliary service in a variety of national emergencies 

following their establishment including during the Great War as one of the illustrations shows. 

In 1921 Robert Baden-Powell was awarded a baronetcy and on 17th September, 1929 he was 

created 1st Baron of Gilwell in the County of Essex, Gilwell Park being the International Scout 

Leader training centre. After receiving the honour, Baden-Powell mostly styled himself 

"Baden-Powell of Gilwell". Until the early 1930s, camping by Boy Scouts continued on 

Brownsea Island and in 1963, a formal 50-acre Scout campsite was opened by Lady Olave 

Baden-Powell, GBE, widow of Robert Baden-Powel when the island became a nature 

conservation area owned by the National Trust. In 1973, a Scout Jamboree was held on the 

island with 600 Scouts. 

The worldwide centenary of Scouting was celebrated on the 1st August, 2007 at the Brownsea 

Island Scout camp to mark the 100th anniversary of the start of the first encampment. Named 

after the island in Poole Harbour there is a Brownsea Island in the Summit Bechtel Reserve in 

West Virginia, USA, a training, Scouting, and adventure centre. 

 

 

 

 

 

Bacon, John Henry Frederick The Relief of Ladysmith. 

 

Brownsea Island Scout Camp Boy scouts marching. 

 

 

Lady Olave Baden-Powell, GBE. 

       

 

 

 
Brownsea Island Scout Camp. Boy  scouts marching. 

 

Bacon, John Henry Frederick The Relief of Ladysmith. 

 

Robert Baden-Powell South Africa,1896. 


