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To most Scouts around the world, Scouting’s origins could be summed up as “one man,” “one island” and “one book”. It was founded by Robert S.S. Baden-Powell (often also referred to simply as B-P), the hero of the Siege of Mafeking in 1899-1900, and started with an experimental camp for boys organized by him at the Brownsea Island in Dorset in Southwest England in 1907, followed by the publication in serial form of his best-selling Scouting for Boys in 1908.​[3]  

Scouting promised to be a panacea for many social ills and political concerns of the time, including the perceived physical degeneration of urbanized youth, the malaise of young people incarcerated in schools, spiritual ambiguity in an increasingly secular society, the military unpreparedness of Britain, and even the decline of the British Empire.  Though it owed much of its initial success to these contemporary concerns and pre-existing efforts to address them, such as the work done by the Boys’ Brigade and the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), Scouting’s proposed training in citizenship, character and patriotism appealed to a broad spectrum of people in many countries.  Within years of its founding, this youth movement grew like wildfire, first in England, then around the world.  

British-styled Scouting came to the colony of Hong Kong on the southern tip of China shortly after it started in Britain. Informal Scout training was introduced in 1910 and the first formal Boy Scout Troop was started in late 1913. This was just a few years later than elsewhere in the British Empire. Boy Scouts had appeared in Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa in 1908, and in India and Singapore in 1909. 

This book deals with the history of the first decade of Hong Kong Scouting. It is divided into six chapters. Chapter One, Boy Scouts requested and Boys’ Brigade introduced. Chapter Two, Baden-Powell visited and Boys’ Brigade disbanded. Chapter Three, Scout Troop formed and Nationality restrictions imposed. Chapter Four, Cub Packs started and Scouts Association enlarged.  Chapter Five, Girl Guiding launched and Scouts Association wound up. Chapter Six, Founding-year Myth created and Centennial anniversary celebrated. 

In these early years, citizenship training meant preparing only a small number of British boys for God and the empire. Militarism, religion, sectarianism, and nationalism all mattered. Racial exclusion through British nationality requirements and cadet enrolment rules, age-based inclusion through Wolf Cubs, and gendered treatment through later and segregated training for girls in Guiding all acted together to create differentiated experiences for youth in Scouting, defined broadly to include Guiding.  

Sir Frederick Lugard, a military man whose “stay in Hong Kong was but a brief interlude in a brilliant African career,” was the governor from 1907 to March 1912. Sir Francis Henry May succeeded him in July 1912 and stayed till September 1918. They both played relatively minor roles in local Scouting, and the latter was even declared the first ‘Chief Scout of Hong Kong’, albeit only for a short time. 

The Scout Movement prides itself as an international brotherhood, free of racism. Yet race, assuming the veil of nationality restrictions, excluded most Chinese and many Portuguese boys from Hong Kong Scouting in its first decade. 

The Scout Movement teaches duty to God. Yet religion or rather Christian sectarian prejudices retarded the start and hastened the end of Hong Kong Scouting. 

The Scout Movement supposedly prepares boys to become good soldiers. Yet war provided an excuse first for excluding many boys from Hong Kong Scouting, and later for winding up the Boy Scouts Association in the colony. 

In short, a particular vision of nationality, empire, religion and war informed a hesitant start of Hong Kong Scouting, a rather exclusionary approach to enrolment and an early demise of the movement in these pre-World War One years.
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Chapter One: Boy Scouts requested (March 1910) and Boys’ Brigade introduced (May 1910).
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In 1910, the expatriate community in Hong Kong called for Boy Scout Troops in the colony, like those established in significant numbers in Britain and elsewhere in the British empire. In response, two Protestant churches proposed to each set up a troop for the British boys in their respective congregations. Informal Scouting began in May 1910 when one of these started, quote, ‘something better’, end of quote, or a Boys’ Brigade Corps which adopted Scout methods as part of their overall training scheme.

Scouting activities in Britain were often reported by the English press in Hong Kong. A few illustrative examples would suffice. In May 1909, the local South China Morning Post (hereafter also SCMP) noted that five thousand Boy Scouts were to march through streets of Glasgow on Empire Day. In September, the China Mail (hereafter also CM) reported on the thirty thousand Scouts (labelled the “King’s Hope”) at the Crystal Palace parade. In the same month, an article entitled “Making Manly Men: Quarter of a Million Boy Scouts Enrolled,” appeared in the Hong Kong Telegraph (hereafter also HKT). In January 1910, the Hong Kong Daily Press (hereafter also HKDP) informed readers B-P had retired from the military to devote himself full-time to Scouting.  

The earliest call for Scouting in the colonial outpost of Hong Kong appeared in the SCMP on March 9, 1910, in an article entitled “Boy Scouts: Corps Wanted in Hong Kong.” It pointed out that “Baden-Powell’s scoutey boys are all the ‘go’...at home,” and asked “could not some enthusiast take up the matter here?’, adding that it ‘should include every eligible boy in the colony, and the Government might induce the schools to take up the scheme.”​[4] 

Note this call was for Scouting (not another youth group such as the Boys’ Brigade), was expansive in nature (for “every eligible boy”, and not just the British ones), and was aimed at the schools (not the churches). Interestingly, as shall be seen, what eventually materialized was different on all three counts. 

Later that month, another editorial in the SCMP lamented that “no response has yet been made to the idea mooted in the ‘South China Morning Post’ of starting a corps of Boys Scouts in Hongkong,” and reported Baden-Powell’s claim that well-trained Boy Scouts would potentially make good colonists.

The appeals from the SCMP eventually elicited a response, though not exactly in the form that it was expecting. Rev. H. O. Spink, a recent arrival from England and chaplain of St. Andrew’s Church, the Anglican Church for Europeans in Kowloon, wrote in late March that he could do “better” by establishing “a really efficient company of the Boys’ Brigade,” as it would include “in its programme all that is attempted by the boy scouts,” but would also offer training “calculated to help the moral and spiritual life of a boy.”  

At that time, most British boys lived on Hong Kong Island, though some, including a number from military families, were in Kowloon, living in the Whitfield Barracks just across the street from the St. Andrew’s Church. Spink thought that there were not enough boys nearby for a satisfactory company, but still hoped that one could be started by autumn. 

Spink’s preference for the Boys’ Brigade instead of Boy Scouts perhaps echoed that of more religious-minded contemporaries in England.  While his claim that the Brigade was “better” was likely partly motivated by his church affiliation, it was not totally unfounded. The Boys’ Brigade was older, had at the time a more substantial presence in the empire, and did have “more” to offer, at least in terms of spiritual training.

Historically, the Boys’ Brigade had close links to early Scouting. The Brigade, founded by Sir William Smith in 1884, became international by 1900. Baden-Powell spoke with Smith at length in 1903 and was made an honorary vice-president of the Brigade. In 1904, when Smith noted proudly that there were 54,000 Brigade boys, B-P had observed that “if the work really appealed to the boys they should have ten times that number,” and suggested scouting as an attractive new programme. In 1906, the Boys Brigade Gazette published Baden-Powell’s Scout training scheme. Even the famous Brownsea Island Scout camp in 1907 owed a few debts to the Brigade: ten out of twenty-one participants were Brigade boys; and two Brigade captains secured the equipment needed. 

Though Baden-Powell might have originally intended for Scouting to be implemented by youth organizations such as the Boys’ Brigade and the Young Men’s Christians Association, many boys decided that they wanted only to be Boy Scouts, and nothing else. By 1908, independent Baden-Powell Scout Troops had mushroomed throughout Britain. B-P had to introduce a measure of order by setting up local committees to register troops, appoint leaders, conduct tests, and award badges. Willingly or otherwise, the boys’ own initiatives had forced B-P to adjust his strategy, a fact illustrative of the negotiated nature of the relationship between the “serving” adults and the “served” boys in this young movement. 

A year later, Baden-Powell approached Smith about a merger of the Boys’ Brigade and the Boy Scouts Association, predicting that they could achieve “nothing more than very partial results working as separate organizations.” Smith turned down the proposal due to the secular nature of Scouting, though he admitted that Scout training was “an excellent thing within the Boys’ Brigade, as an interesting and helpful adjunct to its regular work.” From this point on, Scouting and Boys’ Brigade went their separate paths, the latter adopting the former as a training method, and the former growing rapidly as an independent movement.

Initial interest of the local expatriate community in Scouting appears to have arisen partly from beliefs in its military value. In 1910, the SCMP argued that Scouting could prepare youngsters to become volunteer soldiers, by producing “successive ‘year-waves’ of young... fit citizens...imbued with the worthy ideals such training will ensure.” The HKT chimed in and called for “Boy Scouts for Hongkong” as “a Feeder for the Volunteers.” 

This attitude no doubt owed something to the fact that, in those days, many British in the colony were military personnel or their family members. But support for a Volunteers Corps fed by Boy Scouts was also driven by concerns over colonial contributions to the cost of defence. The Volunteer Corps, made up of part-time soldiers who held down day jobs, was clearly a more cost-effective alternative to maintaining a large professional army. 

By April 1910, earlier than in autumn as he had originally hoped, Rev. Spink was actively recruiting boys of his proposed St. Andrew’s Boys’ Brigade Corps in Kowloon. Soon after, Rev. Hickling of the Union Church, a non-conformist Protestant church for Europeans on the Hong Kong Island, also advocated for a Boy Scout Troop.

On May 11, 1910, the SCMP reported that the “first company of the Boys’ Brigade and Scouts” was inaugurated at St. Andrew’s Church, as twenty-eight boys were inspected by Sir Henry May, the acting governor.​[5] The Star Ferry Company operated ferries across the Victoria Harbour between the Hong Kong Island and the Kowloon peninsula. It promptly granted free passes to boys living on the Island on Wednesday afternoons to attend the weekly meetings in Kowloon, suggesting community support of Scouting. 

That same evening, Rev. Hickling met with a dozen boys to discuss the formation of a Boy Scout company at the Union Church. The pastor told the press that the Hong Kong Boy Scouts and their Kowloon counterparts were to have similar uniforms, and would engage in “healthy rivalry,” “friendly emulation and
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