
Lord Robert Stephenson Smith Baden-Powell is one of the most well known British Army officers of the late British imperial conquests. Lord Baden-Powell had a successful military career in the late 1800s to early 1900s. During that service Baden-Powell identified a need to train young soldiers in the art of scouting. Scouting encompassed knowledge of nature, tracking skills and how to live in the outdoors. His development of these skills was out of necessity to ready young soldiers for the rigors of living outdoors during infantry campaigns and having no modern commodities. He realized that most of these young soldiers had no basic knowledge or skill in how to utilize natural resources and ingenuity to live in a wilderness environment. Baden-Powell’s first attempt to educate England’s youth first took shape in his book Aids to Scouting. Baden-Powell’s book would soon morph into an entire organization aimed at building, not only capable soldiers, but responsible citizens in peace. Baden-Powell’s fledgling Boy Scouts would soon become one of the largest worldwide organizations for boys and in the United States would develop into the Boy Scouts of America.


Robert Stephenson Smith Baden-Powell was born in London, England on February 22, 1857. He was the eighth child of a family of ten children. His father, Reverend Baden-Powell, was a professor at Oxford University and passed away when Robert was three years old. Robert was given a scholarship to the Charterhouse School in London. While at school he would become very active in various athletics and competitive marksmanship. It was during his years at this school that he began to develop an extreme interest in nature and the outdoors. Robert would spend hours in the woods that surrounded the school. He learned how to stalk animals without being detected. He would catch and cook rabbits, being cautious not to let the smoke from his fire give his position away. With his brothers he would have more adventures. On holidays from the school, they would sail around the south coast of England and by canoe trace the Thames River to its source. He became an expert in nature and how to use his surroundings to his benefit without harming the environment. All of this ambition would lead him to the military where he would perfect and take full use of these skills.

In 1876 Baden-Powell passed the exam for entry into the 2nd Cavalry of the 4th Infantry. He was directly commissioned as an officer in the 13th Hussars as a sub-Lieutenant. Baden-Powell earned awards and recognition in every aspect of his early military training. In 1880 Baden-Powell re-joined his regiment, the 13th Hussars, in India. While in India his regiment was dispatched to quell uprisings in British controlled Afghanistan where he was involved in action in Kandahar. After Afghanistan, the 13th Hussars marched nine hundred miles through North India to Muttra, where his regiment was to take new quarters. His regiment was later moved to Natal to assist with Sir Charles Warren’s expeditions into that country. While in Natal, he conducted several reconnaissance missions into the Natal frontier of six hundred miles and reported his findings to Sir Charles. He was subsequently promoted to Captain. During this time Baden-Powell took an interest in the writings and books of a British author named Rudyard Kipling. Kipling’s book The Jungle Book, which would be published in 1894, and his characters would later be incorporated into Scouting for boys. He was named as the 13th Hussars Honorary Colonel and held this title for 30 years. It was also in India that Baden-Powell realized that his young soldiers lacked in outdoor survival skills and scouting skills. He began to teach his young soldiers how to live off the land, understand nature, cook, build fires, tie knots and lashings, basic first aid and become competent leaders. It is clear that Baden-Powell’s time in India had a big impact on his military career and his future in scouting.
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(Baden-Powell in India with 13th Hussars officer staff B.P. is 4th from right wearing hat)


Baden-Powell’s military career over the next few years took him back to England In 1887 he was appointed Aide de Camp (A.D.C.) to the General Officer Commanding (G.O.C.) South Africa. The General commanding South Africa was General H.A. Smyth, Baden-Powell’s uncle on his mother’s side. During this assignment he was involved in several actions in the Zululand against Dinizulu, a powerful Zulu tribal leader, in 1888. After this campaign he was promoted to Major. In 1889 Sir H.A. Smyth (Baden-Powell’s uncle) was named Acting Governor of Cape Colony in South Africa. Baden-Powell was named as the Secretary to the Governor. This was based on Baden-Powell’s experience with South Africa’s politics. Earlier Baden-Powell had served as the British Secretary to Commission to Swaziland, under Sir F. de Winton, jointly with the Boer commission. 

In the following years he would serve as Military Secretary of Malta in 1890 (his uncle Sir H.A. Smyth was Governor) and in 1891 appointed as the British Intelligence Officer for the Mediterranean region. This tour of duty took Baden-Powell to Italy, Albania, Tunisia, Turkey, Greece and Algeria. In 1892 He visited Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro and Austria. During each of these visits, Baden-Powell was learning the language, politics and the cultures of each country. He was also, unknowingly at the time, preparing for his future as Chief Scout of the World. During this time, he was also thought to be one of Britain’s leading pre-World War I spies. He was gifted artist and sketched everywhere he went. During this time it is thought he was a leading member of M16, Britain’s intelligence service and he would provide M16 with his sketches from various foreign lands that he visited.

In 1893 Baden-Powell returned to the 13th Hussars, who were in Ireland. While in Ireland, Baden-Powell was involved in several actions against anti-British paramilitary organizations in Cork, Curragh and Belfast. 

In 1895 Baden-Powell’s regiment was sent to Ashanti, West Africa to lead the campaign against Prempeh. This is a classic tale of British Imperialism and might. Prempeh was the king of the Ashanti nation in modern day Ghana. In the 1800s Ashanti was the main source of West Africa’s gold deposits. The British wanted to rule entirely over West African gold. In 1824 the Ashanti defeated a British expedition at Kumasi. Two years later the British returned and brutally oppressed the Ashanti people. Skirmishes between British troops and Ashanti tribesmen continued until the British finally defeated the Ashanti in 1874. The Ashanti King at that time signed the Fomena Treaty with the British. In this treaty the Ashanti pledged total loyalty to England, pay 50,000 ounces of gold to the British, end alliance with other neighboring tribes, keep trade routes open and respect all British forts where they may be established and stop human sacrifice. Over time the Fomena Treaty conditions caused some tribes to break away from the Ashanti Kingdom and civil war was the result. In 1888 Prempeh became king of the Ashanti Nation. He quickly reunited the nation into one unified Ashanti Nation. The British viewed a unified Ashanti nation as a threat to their colonial expansion of West Africa. This situation was made worse by the Frances’ plan to expand their Ivory Coast by incorporating the Gold Coast into their colony. The British Army was not as present during this time and the fear was that France would take control over the Gold Coast by force. Britain offered to protect the Ashanti Nation from the French and Prempeh refused help. Baden-Powell and his 13th Hussars were sent to Ashanti where they arrested and deported Prempeh without firing a shot. Ashanti was annexed as a British territory in 1902. Baden-Powell would write a book titled The Downfall of Prempeh that was widely read tale of the British exploits in West Africa.
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Prempeh King of the Ashanti Nation


Baden-Powell’s success in Ashanti was met with a promotion to command the 5th Dragoon Guards and he returned to India. While in India, he wrote his book Aids to Scouting in 1899. This book would be the template for modern scouting. Baden-Powell’s Aids to Scouting became popular with youth leaders and teachers all over England. The book included a series of games that were organized around learning outdoor skills through fun competition and practical application. Baden-Powell was soon sent to South Africa and had no idea that his book had become so popular with civilian youth. The book was intended to teach young soldiers basic outdoor skills and build leadership traits through the skill competitions.

While in South Africa, Baden-Powell became involved in his most famous action: the siege of Mafeking. In 1899 the Anglo-Boer war broke out in South Africa. The Boers were the Dutch colony government in South Africa. The Boers presented a threat to the British Cape Colony and British lands in Natal and Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). Baden-Powell knew he was facing overwhelming odds as the Boers had over 8,00 troops and the British force numbered around 2,000. The British force included about 800 regular army troops. The rest of the British force was comprised of men from the area and a cadet corps of boys aged 12 to 15. Baden-Powell chose to establish a defense against the superior Boer force. He chose Mafeking because of its strategic location being near railways and an area with large food stocks. For 217 days Baden-Powell’s force withstood repeated attacks by the Boer forces. During the siege Baden-Powell had the men construct an extensive network of trenches and gun emplacements. Baden-Powell also used the art of deception making the Boers think he had more resources than he really possessed. During the siege the cadet corps was relied upon to carry out messenger duties and they provided a critical service to the spread out British force keeping communication flowing. It was these young boys at Makefing that inspired Baden-Powell to eventually lead the Scouting movement. After 217 days, British forces that included his brother, Major Baden Fletcher Smyth Baden-Powell, relieved Baden-Powell’s force. The Boers had not been successful in taking Mafeking from the British. Baden-Powell was promoted to Major General (the youngest in army history) and received one of England’s highest award the C.B. (Companion of the Bath). He had also become a national hero overnight. After Mafeking he continued his military service in various parts of the world mostly as an instructor and Inspector General.


In 1907, Baden-Powell conducted a trial Boy Scout camp at Brownsea Island in Dorset, England. Mr. William Smith had founded the Boy’s Brigade in which Smith implemented Baden-Powell’s Aids to Scouting in a program for teenage boys in England. Mr. Smith challenged Baden-Powell to adapt his Aids to Scouting into a program that focused more on scouts for peace and not scouts for war. He put all of his scouting and leadership development skills into the developing a new program at Brownsea Island. The results were a success. Baden-Powell adopted the motto, “Be Prepared”, and the uniform of the South African 13th Hussars Regiment into that of the Boy Scouts. For 10 days a group of 22 boys and 5 adults lived in the wild, cooked over open fires and slept under the stars at Brownsea Island. Baden-Powell wrote a new book Scouting for Boys.  Baden-Powell would include lessons for responsible citizenship, duty to God and country in his new book along with scouting skills.

In 1909, an American, William Boyce, was visiting London. He became lost in the fog and was helped by a young boy wearing a khaki uniform. The boys assisted Boyce to his destination. The boy refused to take a tip from Boyce stating that he was “doing his good turn”. The boy explained to Boyce all about the scouting program. Boyce met with Baden-Powell and brought Baden-Powell’s ideas to America. The Boy Scouts of America would soon become very successful in the States and mirrored Baden-Powell’s original intentions of creating youth through building good character, responsible citizenship, scouting skills and a positive influence on society.

In 1916, back in England, Baden-Powell modified the Boy Scouts with a similar program for younger aged boys. The program was named Wolf Cub Scouts and was influenced by Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book. In America this new program became Cub Scouts.

In 1910 Baden-Powell resigned from the Army and was placed on reserve status. He married Olave Soames in 1912. His wife, Lady Baden-Powell went on to establish a Girl Scouting program while he became the biggest advocate for scouting worldwide. Baden-Powell went to almost every country in the world promoting the Scouting program. He created world Jamborees, where Scouts from other countries could meet and create friendships and exchange scouting skills with each other. During World War I Baden-Powell mobilized his Scouts to serve in their communities all over England and they proved a valuable asset. In 1920 Lord Baden-Powell was named Chief Scout of the World.

Lord Baden-Powell, a British Military officer who had served through may bloody combat engagements all over the British Empire had established one of the largest world wide youth movements geared toward peace. While Scouting had started out as a venue to teach future soldiers valuable skills, creating a pool of capable soldiers for future conflicts, it changed dramatically. Lord Baden-Powell placed the same enthusiasm into the Scouting program as he had shown for Queen/King and Country. He created a youth movement that focuses on love of God, Country and World. Teaching its members to the responsible stewards of not only the environment but also each other. In 1938 Lord Baden-Powell retired to Nyeri, Kenya. He passed away in 1941. He is buried within sight of Mount Kenya. His headstone reads: Robert Baden-Powell, Chief Scout of the World”. Also inscribed on the stone is a circle with a single dot in the middle. This is the trail symbol for the end of the trail.
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Lord Baden-Powell Chief Scout of the World
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