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This article examines the exposure, and in some cases dismissal, of Boy Scouts who belonged or 
sympathised with the Young Communist League in Britain during the early 1950s.  A focus on 
the rationale and repercussions of the organisation’s approach and attitudes towards ‘Red 
Scouts’ found within their ‘ranks’ extends our understanding of youth movements and their 
often complex and conflicting ideological foundations.  In particular, the post World War Two 
period presented significant challenges to these spaces of youth work in terms of broader social 
and political change in Britain.  An analysis of the politics of scouting in relation to Red Scouts 
questions not only the assertion that British McCarthyism was ‘silent’, but also brings young 
people firmly into focus as part of a more everyday politics of Communism in British society. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The imperial sensibilities and gender-based politics of the Scout movement in Britain have been 
well studied by historians.  There are, however, alternative stories and contestations within this 
youth organisation that have been marginalised in these histories and can provide an insightful 
counter-current to its dominant narratives.  The Scout movement has, over time, been faced with 
a number of individuals in their ‘ranks’ who have professed beliefs and convictions that were 
seen to be unacceptable or antithetical to the purpose and character of its youth citizenship 
project.  One such example has been a minority of Boy Scouts who held communist beliefs and 
belonged to the Young Communist League in the early to mid twentieth century.  This article 
explores the case-study of ‘Red Scouts’ who were seen, most prominently in the early 1950s, as 
threats both to the ideological foundations of scouting and to other Boy Scouts.  This minority 
of Red Scouts were also seen by some as symptomatic of a wider threat to the British nation and 
as such were ostracised and in some cases dismissed from the movement. 

There are a number of reasons why this example is significant.  Firstly, the historical 
context and time period when this minority of Red Scouts were active is important in terms of 
debates on British ‘McCarthyism’.  Whilst there was animosity between the Scout movement 
and Young Communist League in the 1920s, it was in the late 1940s and early 1950s that the 
issue of Red Scouts came to the fore.  The subsequent witch-hunts and dismissals of these Red 
Scouts reveal a distinct ‘McCarthyite’ approach to communist youth in Britain.  Therefore this 
article seeks to address a gap in the literature on the role of young people in this important 
period and consider them as part of a more everyday politics of communism in British society.  



 
 

Secondly, the ways in which scouting was thought about in the Post-World War Two period 
was influenced by an emerging youth culture and associated hopes and fears for British youth.  
‘Red Scouts’ were seen as a threat and this example paints a bigger picture about ‘appropriate 
behaviours’ for youth in Britain at this time.  Finally, through looking at this distinctive case-
study of ‘Red Scouts’ this article examines the politics of belonging to youth movements.  This 
article discusses the formal politics of youth movement spaces as part of the reproduction of 
ideas of nationhood and citizenship, closely aligned with the state-project, alongside the 
everyday politics of how individual members have negotiated those meanings and practises.1  
This case-study is an illustration of some of these tensions, made manifest in debates regarding 
‘difference’ inside a youth movement that stresses sameness and a unified collective vision of 
British youth.  Overall, this article argues that the everyday politics of belonging to a youth 
movement was, in the case of Red Scouts, more spectacular and extraordinary than the routine 
and mundane experiences which have tended to characterise the nostalgic and romanticized 
history of the Scout movement as ‘part of the British way of life’.   

This article is structured into four main sections.  Firstly, I introduce youth movements 
and their institutional politics; secondly, I focus on the early history of the Scout movement and 
hostilities between various political factions, including the Young Communist League in the 
1920s.  In the third section, I focus specifically on the 1950s and the challenge the movement 
perceived from communist youth.  The fourth section discusses the cases of two Boy Scouts 
dismissed for their communist beliefs and their appeals, as well as the response by the 
Communist Party of Great Britain and Young Communist League.  In the conclusion, I reflect 
on what these case-studies mean for broader debates on British McCarthyism and the complex 
politics of youth movements. 

 
YOUTH AND INSTITUTIONAL POLITICS 

Youth has often been upheld as a powerful symbol of national strength, ambition and moral 
fortitude.2  Over time, and in a number of contexts, formal and informal attempts have been 
made by states to mobilise youth in support of national directives and wider (sometimes violent) 
political and social objectives.3  In Britain, a number of spaces were designed for young people 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century that aimed to foster ideas of patriotism, 
morality and good citizenship.4  These included schools, youth clubs, Sunday schools and, the 
focus of this paper, youth movements.  Youth movements are volunteer-led informal spaces in 
civil society that, in the most part, were established by concerned or influential individuals to 
offer young people training in citizenship and moral values.  Though their programmes varied, 
these were largely based on outdoor education, skills-based learning and uniformed discipline.  
Youth organizations such as the Boys’ Brigade, Boy Scouts and Girl Guides have offered 
historians a lens through which to view changes in British society, though the focus in the 
literature has largely been on the origins and early formations of these organizations in early 
twentieth century Britain.5  Indeed, research on the Scout movement in Britain has remained 
firmly on the origins and interwar growth of the scheme.6   

The post-World War Two period is an interesting turning point in the direction and 
motivations for many youth movements.  This was a period of mass social change, none more 
so than for young people, and the ways in which this change was experienced by youth is 
crucial to our understanding of modern Britain.7  Bill Osgerby has argued how the emergence of 
youth as a new social category came to embody the hopes and fears of British society after 
1945.8  These fears were largely associated with emerging youth sub-cultures, increasingly 



 
 

perceived as a threat to the established social order and status quo in British society.  Historical 
studies of British youth after the Second World War have tended to focus on these sub-cultures 
and this focus on ‘folk devils’ has somewhat overshadowed the distinct political and 
institutional engagements of youth at this time.9  There are some notable exceptions.  Catherine 
Ellis has studied youth organizations run by political parties  and party political relationships 
with youth after World War Two.10  These studies call into question the supposed apathy and 
dis-engagement of youth in political life in modern Britain.11  Furthermore, Lawrence Black has 
examined the Young Conservatives in 1950s and 1960s Britain, analysing their falling 
membership at this time and their political legacy.12  There is an important distinction to be 
made here, however, between youth-wings of political parties, such as the Young Conservatives 
and Young Communist League, and the phenomenon of uniformed youth organizations, the 
earliest forms of which were religious based organisations such as The Boys’ Brigade (1883), 
Church Lads’ Brigade (1891), Jewish Lads’ and Girls’ Brigade (1895) and as the next section 
details, the Boy Scouts Association.13  In general, the former were structured around the 
principles of a political party and designed as a passage to adult party membership, whereas the 
latter were based around a particular ideological or religious belief.  However, there were 
clearly crossovers in their motivations and philosophies.  In sum, informal youth movement 
spaces and young-wings of political parties had different agendas and underlying philosophies 
and so their messages would, at times, have been conflicting, contradictory and problematic.  
The example in this article of a minority of young people who belonged to both the Scout 
Movement and the Young Communist League illustrates this argument about the tensions 
between formal political roles of youth movements and the everyday personal politics of its 
young members. 
 

THE POLITICS OF SCOUTING 
The Boy Scout Association (BSA) was founded by Robert Baden-Powell following a successful 
experimental camp on Brownsea Island, Dorset in 1907 and the popularity of Scouting for Boys, 
the self-instructor manual of his scouting method published in 1908.14  The uniformed and 
outdoor-based programme of scouting was a massive success and its membership grew at a 
phenomenal rate both at home and abroad; today it is estimated that over 350 million people 
have, at some point, belonged to the Scout movement and it is now the largest youth 
organization in the world.15  Scouting was devised by Baden-Powell as an informal citizenship 
training scheme and was largely motivated by personal and societal fears over the moral and 
physical strength of British youth.  The rationale of scouting to rejuvenate youth in the 
aftermath of the Boer War (1899-1902), in which Baden-Powell served, was steeped in fears 
over maintaining the British Empire, the Christian character of the nation and preserving the 
established social order.16  These fears over the future of the British nation and imperial project 
left in the hands of the next generation reveal how class-based politics were a part of the very 
foundations of the Scout movement.   

The activities and philosophies of scouting were closely aligned to conservatism.  Its 
institutional and representative politics were based on fierce loyalty to the state and the 
monarchy.  Members were encouraged to participate politically through their duties as young 
citizens of helping others and demonstrations of patriotism such as parading at national events.  
The rationale for these activities was embodied in the Scout Promise to do one’s duty to self, 
others and God.  Yet despite these explicitly national and imperialistic objectives, Baden-Powell 
repeatedly stressed the ‘non-political’ character of his Scout movement.  He steered clear of 



 
 

endorsing particular political parties, Boy Scouts were not to appear in uniform at political 
rallies or be seen to undertake ‘official’ government work, for example strike-breaking.  These 
attempts to remain neutral were further complicated when, at specific points, the movement 
encountered individuals who embodied a particular kind of politics deemed unacceptable to its 
ideological foundations and at odds with its  citizenship model.  Indeed, a number of tensions 
and ‘battlegrounds’ emerged in scouting’s early history, particularly during the interwar period, 
relating to accusations of militarism and fascism from pacifists.17  The alternative views of a 
minority of pacifist Scout leaders were problematic to scouting’s hierarchy and there were 
dismissals.  John Hargrave, prominent Scouter and HQ Commissioner for Camping and 
Woodcraft, was removed from the organisation following his unconventional views on the 
direction scouting should take after World War One.  He established an alternative youth 
movement – the Kibbo Kift Kindred – in 1920 and whilst a relatively unpopular movement that 
folded in 1951, it can be seen as the predecessor for other pacifist-inspired movements including 
the Woodcraft Folk, a left-wing youth organisation established by Leslie Paul in 1925.18  The 
Folk were also closely linked to the Young Pioneers movement and had markedly different 
positions on issues such as religion and mixed-sex provision compared to early youth 
organisations, and scouting in particular.  In this article, I want to illustrate an argument about 
the continued politics of scouting using another example of hostilities from scouting’s past.  A 
small number of ‘Red Scouts’ at different points in time are an example of a group whose 
beliefs were viewed as an antithetical counter-current to scouting’s (non)-political character.  
They were individuals whose scout-uniformed presence questioned the very fundamentals of 
scouting philosophy and troubled the adult vision of an ‘ideal’ future British citizenry.  
Furthermore, as ‘insiders’, they were viewed by some as having the potential to influence other 
Boy Scouts and guide them in alternative teachings and practises, contradicting the messages 
and particular brand of scouting which the establishment viewed as vital to the moral fortitude 
and stability of Britain and her Empire. 

The first tensions emerged in the 1920s with a sustained attack on the Scout movement 
by the Young Communist League (YCL).  The youth-wing of the Communist Party of Great 
Britain (CPGB) was founded in 1921 and was an important part of the Party’s political 
ambitions.19  In its earliest years, the YCL viewed Baden-Powell’s scheme as a militaristic 
exploitation of the working class and campaigned against it between 1921 and 1927; they 
completed their drive by sending the Chief Scout a small cardboard coffin intended to 
symbolize the death of the Scout movement.20  At an institutional level, Baden-Powell had 
exchanged several letters with William Rust, National Secretary of the YCL, on the motivations 
and methods of scouting.  B-P refused to debate these in public and defended his Scout 
Movement, in particular that his fund to raise £50,000 for Boy Scouts in London was in no way 
asking ‘wealthy citizens’ to fight communism and to ‘poison the minds of the young workers’ 
as Rust had earlier claimed.21  Although the publicity campaign of the YCL was widespread, it 
was ultimately overshadowed by scouting’s popularity and growth during interwar Britain.  
Baden-Powell condemned their attacks, but was far more concerned with the isolated cases of 
‘infiltration’ by communist youth into Scout troops.  In 1922 the Chief Scout described how: 

 
Three Rovers [Scouts aged over 15] were actually led to forget their Scout Promise and 
were persuaded to try and spread Communist ideas among the Scouts in their District.  
But the [other] Scouts were true to their honour, and reported matters to their 
Scoutmaster, so that the Rovers concerned were requested to leave the Movement.22 



 
 

Although there were no direct rules on communism in scouting policies, these boys were judged 
to have broken their Scout Promise and asked to leave.  In the quotation above, Baden-Powell 
was warning against the specific risk posed by communist youth inside the movement, but was 
also positioning other Boy Scouts as defenders of the movement and sent a clear message that it 
was part of a scout’s duty and honour to ‘be prepared’ to encounter and expose these 
troublesome and disruptive political individuals.  The three Rovers in 1922 were the only 
officially reported case of such ‘attacks’ in the interwar period.  This example nevertheless 
demonstrates the repercussions on individual Scouts who professed beliefs deemed antithetical 
to the character of the wider movement. 
 

BRITISH MCCARTHYISM AND THE RED (SCOUT) MENACE 
During the late 1940s and early 1950s, the self-professed ‘non-political’ Scout movement 
became increasingly active and interested in the political opinions of its young members and 
adult leaders.  These activities can be seen as part of a ‘British McCarthyism’ which aimed to 
expose and castigate those with communist connections.23  Anti-Communist campaigns and 
tactics in Britain during the late 1940s and early 1950s have been described as a ‘silent’ 
McCarthyism characterised by purges of communists and sympathisers, particularly in 
governmental jobs, but with less panic and more tolerance than in the United States.24  MI5 and 
the Information Research Department (IRD), established within the Foreign Office in 1948, 
targeted members of the CPGB and those with communist connections including government 
officials, intellectuals, politicians, churchmen, BBC personnel, folk-singers and entertainers.25  
Where youth was involved, the risk of communist infiltration was deemed by some to be much 
greater to society due to the symbolic role of youth in the life of the nation.  Educational spaces 
such as universities and organizations such as the World Federation of Democratic Youth 
(WFDY), a left-wing youth organisation founded in London in 1945, were therefore closely 
monitored by government departments, though the focus was largely on adults who could 
influence young minds, rather than on young people themselves.26  Academic literature on 
British McCarthyism has expanded recently from examining state-level anti-communist 
practises towards a wide range of sites and settings in civil society.  There has been an 
increasing focus on what has been termed the ‘everyday’ politics of communism in British 
society and the ‘cultural Cold War’.27  Scouting is one example that shows how not only state 
apparatus were involved in ‘McCarthyite’ activities, but that institutions in civil society were 
also part of the everyday politics of communism in Britain. 

The 1950s were a difficult and challenging time for the Scout organisation.  They were 
suffering from the loss of male leaders and prominent Headquarters personnel following World 
War Two and beginning a lengthy domestic re-building and fundraising programme.  
Furthermore, this period was also marked by a changing relationship with empire.  As 
previously discussed, one of the traditional concerns of the Scout Movement was the defence of 
the British Empire, prompting the YCL to attack the Scouts in the 1920s as part of their anti-
colonial campaigns.  The 1950s marked a period of de-colonisation and therefore this period of 
upheaval in the British Empire resonated through the Scout Movement as it considered 
questions over its role, purpose and position in this new landscape.  Most significantly, the 
organisation was still struggling to come to terms with the death of Baden-Powell in 1941 and 
finding suitable ‘replacements’ for the Chief Scout..  Furthermore, whilst searching for stability 
and new growth, the organisation was also encountering an emerging youth culture and changes 
in employment and leisure time.28  The advent of the ‘teenager’, associated moral panics, and 



 
 

the new economic and social freedoms of young people living in Britain was beginning to 
impact the way the movement thought about its members.  In the midst of these changes, 
therefore, scouting and its rationale of improvement and moral fortitude was seen by its 
supporters to be needed more than ever.  As such, Young Communists that the organisation 
encountered in the early 1950s were positioned as a direct threat to all that was seen as stable 
and ‘good’ about the movement. 

The BSA’s fears over the threat communism posed to young members became 
increasingly apparent in the late 1940s.  The Committee of the Council requested 
recommendations from its internal Boy Scout and Girl Guide Religious Panels in 1948 on the 
‘Christian answer to Communism’ and a joint committee was established in 1950 ‘to consider 
ways of advising Scouters’ – the term which refers to all adults in scouting.29  The discussions 
of this committee resulted in the publication of A Challenge to Scouting: The Menace of 
Communism in 1951.30Whilst there were earlier ‘battlegrounds’ between scouting and political 
factions in previous decades, the existence of a specific commissioned booklet on communism 
is significant.  Its stated purpose was to: 
 

remind Scouters of the fundamental beliefs of Scouting over which there can be no 
compromise, and to ask them to ensure that their Scouts are well founded in these 
beliefs by the time that they go out to work, for it is then, that the full challenge of the 
world may meet them for the first time.31 

 
The booklet positioned communism as completely incompatible with scouting and claimed that 
they were ‘diametrically opposed to each other’.32  This pamphlet justified the incompatibility 
through the Scout law and promise – the verbal declaration and individualized commitment a 
young person made when they joined the movement and the schema through which the tenets of 
good citizenship were communicated.  The booklet argued that firstly, communists professed 
atheism and thus would fail to do their ‘Duty to God’33; secondly, that its dictatorial system and 
opposition to constitutional democracy would mean a failure to do their ‘Duty to The King’; and 
that finally, there would be an overall failure to keep the Scout Law.  The booklet suggested 
further reading from Christian publications as well as reports made by the Church of Scotland, 
and was intended as a forewarning for adults in scouting to be aware of the dangers its young 
members faced.34  It failed to acknowledge however, that Scouts themselves could be supporters 
of communism, with the challenge seen as coming from outside the movement.   Between the 
time the booklet was commissioned and published, however, this scenario of an ‘inside’ threat 
had become a reality.   

In 1950, Jeffrey Hinkinson, a seventeen year old Scout from West Bromwich in the 
West Midlands was dismissed from the 93rd Birmingham Scout Group for collecting over two 
hundred signatures for a peace petition and later admitting he had communist sympathies.35  At 
the time, this story gained little press attention, and that mostly of a light-hearted dismissive 
character, with a local newspaper commenting that ‘no-one is seriously going to suggest that a 
boy of 17 is a political menace, and that he should be shunned by all society!’36  Hinkinson had 
no official connection to the YCL, but was dismissed by his local scoutmaster (whose decision 
was final), the case further confirming to the BSA that its prepared booklet should be widely 
distributed the following year.  The most prolific ‘Red Scouts’ would, however, appear a few 
years later and open up the issue of communism for wider debate as they were more politically 
active than Hinkinson and had stronger connections to the YCL.  Though a handful of 



 
 

individual cases, the emergence of ‘Red Scouts’ was significant enough to create a much wider 
and far-reaching debate about appropriate political behaviours and lifestyles of young people in 
the early 1950s. 

 
‘LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD’ AND ‘A CASE OF PINK MEASLES’ 

Two celebrated and ‘model’ Boy Scouts were both exposed as communists in their respective 
Scout Groups in Bristol and Birmingham during 1954.  This section explores the two cases and 
the character and repercussions of their exposure.  There were also different outcomes: one Red 
Scout was expelled indefinitely and constructed as a hidden and cloaked threat, and the other 
Red Scout was seen as a confused adolescent, described by a local newspaper as having  ‘pink 
measles’.37  Through this discussion, I highlight how these two cases challenged ideas about 
scouting in the 1950s and reflected broader concerns about British youth at this time.  I also 
show how the CPGB, through the YCL, used this campaign as part of a broader push to attack 
the Scout Movement.  Although the Red Scouts affair was in many respects limited to these two 
cases, these examples are significant enough to enable a discussion of the broader politics of 
scouting and the CPGB during this period.  Both cases prompted extreme responses from the 
BSA and, particularly in the case of the Bristol Scout, a national debate in the House of Lords 
and a banned BBC broadcast.  It is hard to ascertain the wider scale and scope of communist 
sympathisers across the BSA; indeed, no survey or report was commissioned by the movement.  
However, smaller local press stories such as Hinkinson’s and others exposing Scout Leaders 
during this period, suggests that this issue stretched further than these two important and 
detailed case-studies. 

On 9 February 1954, Paul Garland, a nineteen year old toolmaker from Bristol, was 
interviewed for the Western Daily Press following his appointment as the new District Secretary 
for the West of England YCL.  The article stated that ‘Communism is not the only cause in 
which Paul Garland is active’ and listed his other interests, which included scouting.38  Garland 
had been part of the 5th Bristol (St. Luke’s, Brislington) Scout Group since the age of eight and 
had achieved the highest award for young people in scouting - The Queen’s Scout Award.  
Though his communist leanings had been known to his Scoutmaster for a number of months, 
the institutional confirmation of his political beliefs through his new role in the YCL was 
deemed to be a step too far.  A number of national newspapers ran with the story in the 
following days, quoting high-ranking officials of the BSA who stated: ‘Paul will not be sacked, 
he will just cease to be a Scout’.39  These reports, however, were rumours and conjecture as 
only his local Scout Group could officially dismiss him.  On 11 February, a scout-uniformed 
Garland defiantly attended his local Scout group’s pantomime – Little Red Riding Hood – and 
gave a press interview stating that he intended to appeal any potential dismissal.  A few days 
later, Garland received a letter from his Group Scoutmaster, S. H. Wilkinson, stating that ‘for 
reasons which must now be apparent to you I give you formal notice…of your dismissal…I 
must ask you to return your badges’.40  Although the decision was made and upheld in Bristol, it 
was backed by Chief Scout Lord Rowallan – only the second Chief Scout to be appointed since 
the death of Baden-Powell.  Garland’s expulsion caused a divide within the BSA, with letters of 
support and condemnation sent to Headquarters.  The case was closely followed in the weeks 
running up to the appeal, particularly as the YCL mounted an immediate campaign to reverse 
Garland’s dismissal, picketing the Chief Scout outside scouting rallies  and publishing position 
pieces in their journal Challenge.41  A number of leaflets were published by the YCL and there 
were regular articles in the CPGB daily newspaper The Daily Worker, one of which stated that 



 
 

‘nothing could make more clear the whole Tory bias of the action of the BSA’.42  Garland also 
recorded an interview defending his dual membership as part of a regional television 
programme The Week in the West, though this was controversially cancelled by the BBC the 
night before it was due to air following complaints from a number of Conservative MPs, with 
the Director General of the BBC later stating ‘it would be a mistake to allow the broadcast to 
take place’.43  An editorial opinion in the Manchester Guardian remarked how: 

 
We had the hysterical spectacle…of the whole weight of the Tory Party machine being 
rushed into action to get banned a West Region interview with the boy in which, in 
perfect fairness, the BBC was to present also the views of Boy Scout headquarters.44   
 

This reaction is perhaps emblematic of the BBC’s policy on communism at the time, but also 
challenges the non-political character and supposed impartiality of this British institution, 
instead highlighting its perceived role as the ‘voice’ of the establishment.45  Paul Garland’s 
campaign was also taken up by William Wedgwood Benn (Viscount Stansgate), following his 
son, the Labour (and later socialist) MP Anthony Benn’s criticisms of the BSA from his 
constituency of Bristol South East.46  In a debate that would last over four hours, Viscount 
Stansgate tabled the motion ‘that in the opinion of this House the imposition of political and 
religious tests by the Boy Scout Movement is foreign to its Charter and purpose and repugnant 
to our national tradition of liberty and conscience’.47  Despite this public and political support, 
albeit in the minority, Garland’s appeal in Bristol a few days after the Lord’s Debate failed, with 
the Group Committee ‘satisfied that the enquiry was properly constituted and conducted and 
accordingly the decision that his dismissal by his GSM [Group Scoutmaster] should be upheld 
is final’.48  After the appeal, Garland stated that ‘my loyalty to the Scouts has never been 
questioned.  I am grieved at the way things have gone.  This means that my association with the 
movement has now finally ended.’49 

A variety of reasons were given by local and national scouting bodies to justify 
Garland’s exclusion.  Whilst there were some technical explanations given – including his age 
and the lack of a Senior Scout section for him to attend – it was Garland’s YCL membership 
and communist beliefs that appeared to have made him a ‘bad’ Scout unworthy of membership.  
Their condemnation stemmed from Garland’s inability to keep the Scout Promise, drawing on 
ideas of incompatibility outlined in A Challenge to Scouting published a few years earlier.  
Supporters of the decision argued that ‘no man can serve two masters so entirely opposed to 
each other’50 and rallied ‘if he’s sincere in that [communism] he obviously cannot be a sincere 
Scout.  Let him – make him – make his choice.’51  A spokesperson from the BSA stated that 
‘although the Boy Scout Movement is non-political, the question boils down to this: can a 
member [of the YCL] faithfully fulfil his Scout’s promise to do his Duty to God and the 
Queen?’52  This official response also suggested to other Boy Scouts that the authorities would 
somehow be monitoring and passing judgement over whether the promise they once made as a 
child was being kept.  Clearly moves towards adopting an informal version of anti-communist 
‘McCarthyite’ policies employed by formal state structures were troubling to some adults in 
scouting.  One Scout Leader writing in the Bristol Evening World asked: 

 
Are you [other] Scout leaders prepared to paint your pointed Scout hat midnight black 
and sit on the investigating committee prodding broomsticks into any of us who – you 
might care to think – have slipped up on the oath?53 



 
 

 
This case also highlights debates on the liberty of the individual, and how the movement 
responded to accusations of restrictions on individual beliefs.  Supporters of Garland maintained 
that political affiliation was the concern of the individual, and not that of the BSA.  J. H. Martin, 
an Assistant District Commissioner for scouting in Wiltshire, argued that ‘I also fail to see any 
rule…referring to persons [sic] political views, except that in uniform they do not participate.  
And if Communist boys are barred, why not Conservatives, Liberals and Labour?’54  Mr Martin 
had raised a valid point: the rules of the BSA made no reference to specific political parties, or 
indeed the YCL, but took exception to political activities more generally.  However, the BSA’s 
actions in expelling Garland effectively stated that a Boy Scout was never politically 
independent of the collective body, and that even if the individual was not in uniform, they were 
still representative of the wider Scout movement.   

In contrast to the BSA’s position on the incompatibility of scouting and communism, 
Garland stated numerous times in written statements and at press briefings that he believed 
scouting and communism were compatible and could even be seen as having similar ideals and 
a joint ability to unite youth and fight injustice.  Writing to Chief Scout Rowallan in Garland’s 
defence, the National Secretary of the YCL John Moss stated that: 

 
There is no question of Mr. Garland’s deep interest, activity and loyalty to the Scout 
Movement as those of us in the YCL who have known him for a number of years can 
personally bear out.  We believe that it is quite possible for a young person to be a 
Scout and a Communist, and, in point of fact, many people are.55 

I would argue that the YCL clearly had their own objectives in using the Garland case to boost 
their own membership numbers and expose what they saw as the class-consciousness and 
conservatism of the Scouts.  However, unlike the 1920s when the YCL positioned themselves as 
the complete alternative to scouting, here the YCL stressed that the two organisations were 
compatible in fostering a young person’s sense of self, values and beliefs.56  For example, in one 
of their pro-Garland pamphlets, the YCL maintained that ‘Scouts and young Communists have 
similar ideas of world youth friendship and brotherhood…But many working class lads leave 
the Scouts because they have little say in running the organisation.’57 

Garland was constructed, particularly by the Chief Scout, as a danger to the reputation 
and success of scouting’s citizenship training scheme.  Presented as a troublesome and 
politicized youth, whose behaviours and style of political participation were seen as divergent 
from those of the ‘good’ ideal Boy Scout, Garland had ultimately undermined scouting’s role as 
the producer of good young British citizens.  And yet, Garland had kept his two activities 
separate and investigations carried out by the BSA showed he had not tried to influence other 
Boy Scouts or distribute material.  The Daily Worker challenged Rowallan’s position, stating 
that ‘he does not quote any instance of Paul spreading anti-religious propaganda among his 
scout troop.  He does not quote Paul as urging his friends to betray their Queen or country.  He 
cannot – because he knows Paul has never done these things’.58  Official statements from the 
BSA and Lord Rowallan used various loosely-defined sources of communist material as 
evidence to highlight the militant atheism of the YCL and thus Garland’s corroboration in such 
activities.  In a circular of ‘facts’ to all County Commissioners, District Commissioners and 
their assistants, Chief Executive Commissioner A.W.Hurll stated that: 

 



 
 

As an official, he [Garland] is bound by the discipline and rules of the Communist 
Party.  The Charter of the YCL requires Young Communists to conduct anti-religious 
propaganda.  It is clear from these extracts that Paul Garland…cannot sincerely keep the 
Scout Promise.59 

Much of this evidence and literature had been sent to the BSA from individuals and outside 
sources, including the Economic League, and had been misquoted or wrongly attributed to the 
YCL.  This was a matter of great frustration to National Secretary John Moss who wrote to 
Chief Scout Rowallan asking him ‘to retract the statements you have so mistakenly attributed to 
the YCL’, something the Chief Scout never did.60  Furthermore, several press stories suggested 
Garland was planning to become an adult leader, and therefore he became positioned as an 
immediate and exaggerated (adult) threat to other Boy Scouts, drawing on existing fears over 
the susceptibility of young minds.  Indeed, Lord Rowallan stressed that ‘surely, we are not to 
keep one boy, whom we have lost all hope of helping, and at the same time, risk the danger of 
harming those others whom we are leading to a belief in God?’61  This episode then can be seen 
as a ‘moral panic’ in action, an internal fear that became embodied in this one Boy Scout.  This 
panic was fuelled by editorial and public opinion, in particular from Christian publications.  One 
parent wrote in The Catholic Times that ‘it seems nothing short of duty on the part of Catholic 
parents to keep their boys away from a movement in which their faith may be jeopardized.’62 

The case, and its associated moral panic, was also used by the BSA and its supporters to 
make a wider point about the nature of communist activities and tactics in everyday British 
society.  Garland’s return to scouting after a temporary absence from attending night school in 
the previous months was seen by many as a planned infiltration and political stunt.  Chief Scout 
Lord Rowallan argued that ‘The Communists have deliberately persuaded this boy to appear 
suddenly in Scout uniform and so force us to take action against him’.63  Described as a 
‘deliberate plant’64, though there was no evidence for this, Garland became emblematic of a 
wider communist threat to British values and society.  Many, such as the late Robert Baden-
Powell’s own son, believed this was part of a much longer campaign whereby ‘the Communists 
endeavour to infiltrate their agents into scouting and other youth organisations for their own 
insidious ends’.65  This familial connection mobilised many within the Scout movement to rally 
a call to ‘be prepared’ against such infiltration.  One Scout group in Cardiff stressed the need to 
be ‘on guard’ and had ‘no doubt that some directive will go out to our brother Scouts 
everywhere to be on the alert against the next attack, which will surely be made against our 
principles, from some other quarter, and in a more crafty manner’.66  During the Lords debate, 
much discussion was given to Paul’s potential hidden role as part of the wider Communist 
Party: 

 
 No one is better placed…than the Communist who has been through the Scout 
Movement.  He may cloak his identity by using the Scout Movement as a cover, or, by 
declaring it, he may try to bring contempt on…the Scout Movement…which he is 
supposed to serve.67  

Garland was also seen by several Lords as part of a wider diseased communist threat that could 
contaminate the British nation.  Geographers such as Tim Cresswell and David Sibley have 
examined the way disease metaphors have been used to engender fear and legitimate 
persecution, exclusion and stereotypes of difference.68 Examples of this metaphorical use can be 



 
 

seen in the way Garland was described in the Lords debate by Viscount Buckmaster who 
maintained that ‘a Communist within the ranks of any other society is merely the parasite 
feeding on the body of its host which it will ultimately and certainly destroy’.69  He continued 
by making reference to countries in the Soviet Bloc where Scouts were experiencing 
discrimination and described cases of infiltration as ‘a new form of bacteriological warfare’. 70  
Paul Garland was therefore seen by several high-ranking scout officials and supporters as a real 
threat to the vitality and existence of the Scout movement.   His presence and representative 
politics were seen as ‘out-of-place’ and threatening to the wider collective body of Scouters.  As 
suggested earlier, this response was perhaps a manifestation of scouting’s anxieties over the end 
of empire and Britain’s international standing.  Whilst there is no evidence of dismissals and 
exposures from other scouting nations, these fears can also be seen in the press coverage from 
other countries battling with ‘the menace of communism’.  For example, Garland’s dismissal 
was featured in TIME magazine in the US and the Canadian Press in particular followed the 
story closely, with one editorial from the Chronicle Telegraph in Quebec stating that the 
‘exclusion of Garland is undoubtedly a wise move…the Scouting movement aims to produce 
good citizens, and its members deserve to be protected from damaging influences’.71  There 
was, however, a very similar example of another communist Boy Scout in Britain that hit the 
headlines in the same month as Paul Garland that reveals the complexities of the everyday and 
localised politics of scouting.   

Richard Etheridge, a twenty year old Scout from Birmingham and member of the YCL, 
had written to the local Birmingham Gazette in support of Garland following his dismissal.  The 
letter was never published, however the newspaper then exposed Etheridge as a ‘Red Scout’ in a 
separate article and his Scout Group began an investigation.  It emerged that Etheridge’s 
communist views had been known to his Scout Group following his trip to the World Youth 
Festival in Berlin in 1951.  On his return, he was threatened with expulsion, but allowed to stay.  
This second incident in 1954 of support for Garland was taken more seriously and again divided 
opinion internally on how to ‘deal’ with difference in terms of the political opinions of Boy 
Scouts.  As with Garland, the YCL defended Etheridge’s dual membership, with Colin 
Williams, secretary of the Midlands YCL, stating that ‘we deplore this attack on the sacred 
rights of an individual to follow whatever political and religious beliefs he may have’.72  The 
County Commissioner for scouting in Worcestershire, Captain Spreckley, discussed the case 
with the District Commissioner for Halesowen, and after considering local circumstances and 
private discussions, Etheridge was allowed to stay.  His local Scoutmaster, Mr Tromans, 
explained how:  

 
Although Etheridge did wrong in putting the troops [sic] name to the letter, I feel it was 
a mistake any young person might have made in a misguided attempt to follow his 
convictions.  All other Rovers in the troop have been questioned and I am satisfied that 
there has been no attempt on Etheridge’s part to spread Communism among them.73 

Again, the construction of other Boy Scouts as either potential vulnerable targets, or as insiders 
who could expose a Red Scout, is demonstrated in this example.  . The YCL used Etheridge’s 
reprieve to strengthen Garland’s case, stating that: ‘The Scout officials in Birmingham have 
acted in a more sensible way than those who were still insisting on the expulsion of Paul 
Garland.  The decision to allow Dick E. to stay in the Scouts is a victory for democracy and a 
blow against the witch-hunt.’ 74  However, although there was very little difference between the 



 
 

technicalities of the two cases, Etheridge won his appeal and Garland lost.  This contradictory 
position created difficult questions for the BSA and Chief Scout Rowallan in particular.    His 
official response was that: 

 
There is no inconsistency.  In the case of Etheridge, the Scouters of his Group, all of 
whom know him well, are satisfied that he is able to carry out his Promise…It is with 
him a struggle between loyalties in which we can help him.  On the other hand, Paul 
Garland has been carefully chosen by the YCL as a member of their National Executive 
and Secretary of their West of England Branch.  By accepting these posts, he is pledged 
to active work for Communism, and the Scouters of his Group are convinced that he is 
in no position to fulfil his Scout Promise. 75 

There is a further point to make here about internal governance and accountability in scouting.  
This bureaucratic inconsistency highlights the differential ways that those close to the boys at a 
grassroots level thought about their Scouts in an everyday sense, the embodied ways they were 
willing to overlook political affiliation or difference – compared to that of the Chief Scout who 
saw himself as the central figure and emblematic of the bigger picture regarding the 
organisation’s status and standing.  These dynamics have changed over time, yet there are still 
varying levels of bureaucracy in scouting at local, regional and national levels that often prompt 
calls to re-assess the governance of the organisation.  At the time of the Red Scouts affair, there 
were calls to re-assess scouting’s aims and constitution, with one Scout Leader suggesting to 
Headquarters that: 

 
We ought, I am convinced, to take a deep breath and seriously re-examine our methods 
and aims… I feel we must keep such thoughts [of the Law and Promise] before us all 
the time to ensure that scouting lives with the times and does not become, like its 
headgear, a left-over from the past.76 

 
There are a number of parallels here with other organisations, not least established political 
parties, who in the mid to late 1950s were re-assessing their position, aims and methods to 
attract youth in an increasingly changing world. 

In the earlier quote from Lord Rowallan, we can also see how Etheridge was not 
considered a threat, but rather a confused boy who needed his Scout group as a space to reform.  
Scouters claimed he was a confused adolescent struggling to position himself between his 
parents’ ideological beliefs.  His mother was heavily involved in her local Church and a staunch 
Conservative, describing her son as a good Christian Scout ‘prepared to fight for his country’.77  
However, his father was an active and influential member of the Communist Party and 
Amalgamated Engineering Union as part of his role as convener of shop stewards at Longbridge 
motor works.78  Etheridge’s local scouting authority were offering to steer him back along the 
‘right path’, and this further marginalised Garland as a working-class communist youth without 
the external moral influences of the familial home and the Church.  Little is known about 
Richard Etheridge after his dismissal and there are no records of his involvement in the YCL 
after his reprieve.  However, Paul Garland never returned to scouting and remained a committed 
member of the YCL, writing in Challenge a number of times on various subjects including the 
anti-apartheid movement.  He became the founder chairman of the Bristol Tbilisi Association 
creating a twinning agreement between Bristol and Tbilisi in Georgia, where he had visited as 



 
 

part of the YCL many years before.  He went on to become an enthusiastic Labour Supporter 
and City Councillor and was Deputy Mayor of Bristol at the time of his death in 1999. 

 
CONCLUSION: THE HEART OF BRITISHNESS 

 
In this article, I have made an argument about the formal politics of youth movement spaces as 
part of the reproduction of ideas of nationhood and citizenship and the everyday politics of how 
individual members have attempted to challenge and negotiate their meanings and practises.  I 
have also shown how ‘rival’ youth organisations, in this case the YCL, perceived scouting and 
used the Red Scouts affair as an important cultural battleground in the early Cold War era.  The 
case studies presented here are an example of the everyday cultural politics of communism in 
Britain in the early 1950s and enhance our understanding of the nature, scale and scope of 
British anti-communism during this period.  The press coverage the cases received highlights 
the interest and public furore over ‘Red Scouts’, as does the almost daily correspondence to 
Headquarters on the issue during the spring of 1954.  The actions of the BSA further 
demonstrate that it was not only government departments who were occupied in the exposure of 
communists, but ‘ordinary’ spaces and institutions in civil society, and in this case, one 
entwined with ideas of loyalty, patriotism and good citizenship.  In terms of the character of 
British McCarthyism, it is, however, clearly a pale shadow of the US version; and yet it could 
be argued more controversial in its application as the focus here was on young people.  The 
example of Red Scouts in the 1950s also highlights a much broader attitude to the ‘Red 
Menace’ during this period.  Viscount Alexander of Hillsborough, speaking in the Lords Debate 
on Garland, described the Scouts as ‘…emblematic, a metaphor for, the British nation: if the 
Communists could infiltrate the Scouts – they were at the heart of what is seen to be British’.79  
Indeed, many believed that if communists could ‘get into’ or ‘appear’ within this institution 
which embodied Britishness and the character of the nation, then nothing was sacred.  If Red 
Scouts had been ignored, many believed the Scout movement would have been metaphorically 
permitting and tolerating a wider infiltration of communism into British society.  Those who 
complained at the treatment of Red Scouts, however, were making a broader point about 
questions of liberty, tolerance, and warning over ‘treading the downward path that will bring us 
to the sorry state of modern America’.80  Viscount Stansgate, in particular, used the example of 
Garland’s exclusion to make a much wider argument about how British society was going to 
accommodate people that held communist views.  The Lords debate failed to tackle this issue 
and Viscount Stansgate eventually withdrew his motion, outnumbered by his peers; instead, the 
debate was used to reaffirm Anglo-American relations, with Earl Winterton commenting that ‘I 
hope the enemies of Communism abroad and our friends in the United States will be 
encouraged by this debate’.81   

The Scout movement has always been seen as a stronghold of established social order 
and representative of an idealistic and nostalgic vision of British youth.  As this article has 
shown, the 1950s were a time when the organisation, already struggling for stability and post-
war direction, encountered direct challenges from ‘alternative’ visions of scouting.  An 
individual or group who represented a threat or counter-narrative to its politics, such as Red 
Scouts, was either seen as a threat to be removed or as a challenge for the organisation to 
reform.  This approach by the BSA is significant as the Scout movement had continually 
defined itself as ‘non-political’.  Indeed, although Robert Baden-Powell did not endorse party 
politics, the approach to ‘Red Scouts’ both during his leadership and afterwards was 



 
 

intrinsically political as an attempt to preserve established social order.  The witch-hunts in the 
early 1950s made an example out of Red Scouts and set the future direction of the Scout 
movement during the Cold War.  The scenario of other ‘political’ youth dismissed from the 
BSA did not occur again, however the BSA was still keen to push and circulate anti-communist 
messages well into the 1960s and fears over the Red Menace still concerned the International 
Department at the BSA.  During the 1960s, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office supplied the 
BSA with unpublished booklets entitled International Communist Front Organisations, 
amongst others, which they stated ‘we are allowed to give…to a few people outside the Service 
who would find them useful’.82  These fears did, however, have to be reconciled during the 
development of scouting in the Soviet Union in the latter half of the twentieth century.  
Throughout the 1960s and beyond, other changes were implemented to the programme, uniform 
and membership structure of the Scout Movement in Britain.  For example, in 1976 the first 
moves towards co-education were taken, with the late twentieth century characterised by 
dismissals of girls who claimed a place within scouting and whose actions eventually led to a 
change in policy to include both boys and girls.83  Indeed, it is widely acknowledged by 
historians who have studied the Scout movement that one of the tensions at the heart of its 
project has been how to acknowledge and accommodate difference within an organization that 
stresses sameness and uniformity as a collective body of youth.  There are, therefore, alternative 
stories of contestation, negotiation and exclusion which have ruptured the youth citizenship 
project of the Scout movement.  Whilst these more subtle politics have lain beneath the surface 
of their organization during the last century, what was unique in the early 1950s was that these 
politics became visible, explicit and transferred directly onto the party political views of its 
members.   
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