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Legged Squad Support System robot prototype, 2021, DARPA image. 
Tactical Technology Office, Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, 

U.S. Department of Defense, 2012 (wikipedia commons)
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riCHard Van emden

Boy Soldiers of the Great War
Yorkshire – Philadelphia, Pen & Sword Books Ltd, 2021, pp. 467

A n extraordinary book titled Boy Soldiers of the Great War was pub-
lished by Richard van Emden in 2021. The book is based on the re-
search of the British writer. His motivation to make the research came 

from the fact that although the number of boy soldiers’ graves is considerable, it 
is unfairly suppressed in historiography to deal with the question of their fate dur-
ing the First World War. The main aim of the book is to present the experiences 
of boy soldiers who served in the British army, particularly their reasons to join 
and stay in the army while being aware of the war characteristics. The first edition 
of the book was published in 2012, the content of which was later revised by the 
author. In the earlier edition, he provided an exact number of boy soldiers died in 
the First World War, while in the current version he says it is not worth giving a 
concrete number of victims because of the inreliability of statistics.
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During his research, Emden used English professional literature, magazines 
and newspapers (The Times, Daily Mail, Daily Sketch), but he also selected from 
a wide range of unpublished resources such as war memoirs and correspondence, 
documents and recordings from the Imperial War Museums, University of Leeds 
and the National Archives. In addition, he made 30 interviews with alive veterans 
of the Great War to integrate the method of oral history, as well.

The book is divided into twenty-one chapters apart from the Foreword (writ-
ten to the first edition of the book) and the Introduction. As I cannot examine the 
book in details, I try to highlight those statements which I considered the most 
significant.

In the Introduction, the author investigates why boys joined the army. He be-
lieves it is related to boredom, adventurousness and stress coming from the part 
of the family or can be seen as an attempt to escape from obligations. Loyalty 
to the king and the country can also be mentioned among the possible reasons. 
However, the author also highlights that these youngsters were not really aware 
of the dangers they would take upon themselves. They thought they would come 
home with a few unserious wounds, just like the ones they had after climbing 
trees or ice-skating as children.

In the first chapter, the author states that the idea of soldiering was born quite 
early in children and their commitment to the country goes back to school years 
or the time when they were scouts. Another important fact is highlighted: due to 
high child mortality, children had numerous death experiences 100 years ago, but 
they did not know anything about the nature of war, so they rather saw it as an 
adventure. In the second chapter, the circumstances of recruitment and enlistment 
are presented. From this aspect, it is not only the youngsters who can be blamed 
for voluntarily joining the army, but also the wardens and recruiting officers who 
let them do so. Youngsters often changed their names illegally, used the birth cer-
tificate of another person or gave false personal details to get into the army, even 
if they were under the age limit. However, officers did not care about this, given 
that the candidate met the expected physical standards (body height, quality of 
eyesight etc.). In the third chapter, Emden deals with the circumstances of train-
ing that boy soldiers got and notices that trainers made a joke on rookies all the 
time. However, it was harder for boys to cope with the farewell after training than 
thinking of what would be waiting for them on the front. In the fourth chapter, we 
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can read about the unfavourable conditions of 
trench war. The author points out that snipers 
hunted for young rookies who did not keep 
the rules and often leaned from the trenches. 
Guard-duties also put a significant pressure 
on boy soldiers, although not because of their 
young age, but because they fell asleep very 
easily in winter weather conditions. In the fifth 
chapter, Emden writes about the question of 
English officers. After the catastrophic loss in 
the first months (between the August of 1914 
and March of 1915 6000 English officers died) 
there was a need for temporary officers who 
were often chosen from youngsters under the 
age of 19 (so-called junior officers). Although 
it was prescribed to be above the age of 21 to 
be an officer, this limit could be reduced with 
the countersignature of a fiduciary, along with 
parental permission. In the sixth chapter, the 
author emphasizes that the high number of 
victims led the parents to start asking for their 
children being sent home. When the new gov-
ernment led by David Lloyd George (1863–
1945) was elected, recruiting problems of the 
first war period broke surface. The author is 
convinced that the government caused a sig-
nificant economic damage and administrative 
trouble for itself when it had to send home boy 
soldiers at its own expense. In the seventh the moments of attacks are analysed: 
the continuous fire and the noise of bombings had such a shocking effect on 
young soldiers that they became gray-headed men from boys. According to a 
regulation introduced on the 17th December 1915, youngsters who were under 17 
were sent home, except those (in spite of all protest of parents) who wanted to 
stay or were pronounced capable of further fight. However, when Edward Stanley 
followed Herbert Kitchener in the position of recruiting manager in 1916, he or-

Sidney Lewis, aged 13, waiting to 
be discharged after being returned 
from France
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dered that nobody could join the army until turning 18 years and 9 months.
While one third of the youngsters left the army by the autumn of 1915, as 

people were getting more and more aware of war conditions, the number of new-
ly recruited soldiers also decreased by the second half of 1915. Consequently, 
compulsory military service was enforced in January 1916. According to another 
instruction made in June 1916, soldiers who had already joined the army were 
controlled again based on their birth certificate, those under 17 were sacked, and 
soldiers between the age of 17 and 19 were sent to the reserve. However, mis-
understandings also occurred. On the one hand, soldiers under 18 who served 
overseas returned home only if they were willing to do so. On the second hand, 
the above-mentioned instruction only referred to non-commissioned officers and 
enlisted men, while officers could further serve overseas above the age of 18. In 
the tenth chapter, the author writes about youngsters who hoped that the battle 
of Somme would end in success. They wrongly believed they could advance 
without any resistance at the opposite side, but they suffered an enormous loss 
already on the first day of the attack (20.000 dead and 40.000 wounded soldiers). 
Emden also highlights that parents did not request their sons to be sent home, 
which can be explained by three reasons: the activity of the German army in 
Verdun, the belief in the success of the battle of Somme and the short amount of 
time that had passed since the June instruction. However, as a result of the lost 
battle, a new instruction was released in October 1916, which obliged all boys 
under the age of 17 to return home whether they wanted or not. Boy soldiers 
between the age of 17 and 18,5 could make the decision themselves, while those 
above the age of 18,5 had to stay in their trainer unit in France until the age of 19. 
Thanks to strict regulations, it was impossible to join the army under the age of 
17. Consequently, less than twenty soldiers under the age of 16 died in all fronts 
in 1917. The twelfth chapter deals with the reasons parents gave in order to reach 
their children’s home-coming from the army. Some of them argued that their 
family did their share from the war and did what they could. Others suggested 
that their children would serve the war more efficiently in the munition-factory. 
There were also parents who wanted their children back referring to subsistence 
difficulties. In the thirteenth chapter, the author writes about the decision made 
in April 1917, according to which boy soldiers were collected and trained more 
professionally, under the direct control of an officer whose only task was to en-
sure the collective welfare of the boys. In the fourteenth chapter, the author points 
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out that due to the German attack in 1918, 
there was a great pressure on the army to 
call back any youngsters they could. As 
a result, the age limit was firstly reduced 
to 18 years 7 months and then 18 years 6 
months.

In the fifteenth chapter, Emden states 
that during the great German attack in 
the spring of 1918, self-mutilation was 
more and more widespread among the 
soldiers, as they wanted to escape from 
the front this way. Although the number of 
British soldiers died were less than before, due to 
the inexperience of youngsters, the Germans cap-
tured many of them. After the German attack 
stopped in 1918, the age limit to fight over-
seas was raised to 19 again. As Douglas Haig 
(1861–1928) needed every soldier to win 
the war, there was no chance to withdraw 
youngsters from the front. Still, as a result of 
previous instructions and the boys getting older 
by then, the number of youngsters died in 1918 
was very low. In the sixteenth chapter, Emden re-
flects on the lost youth of boys who fought in the 
war.  He highlights that even if they survived the 
war, their life was ruined because they lost their 
study and career opportunities. While the elderly 
could continue their pre-war life, the youngsters 
could not do this in the lack of necessary qualifi-
cations. Therefore, they felt themselves unneces-
sary, especially if they had become crippled.

Soldier beckoning printed by David Allen & Sons Ld. 
Harrow, Middlesex (1915).

Original from the Library of Congress.
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In the last chapters, the author sums up his statements and introduces his meth-
ods for defining the number of boy soldiers. He argues that this number can only 
be estimated given that the concept of ‘boy soldiers’ is also ambiguous. Namely, 
the age soldiers were rounded up not only during the recruitment process, but in 
the case of death, as well. In case we still want to determine the number, it can be 
said that – apart from the naval army and the colonial areas – approximately 100 
to 110 thousand soldiers died at or before the age of 18, while the number of boy 
soldiers fought in the war is surely higher than 250 thousand. To make any state-
ments, Emden randomly selected 1000 out of the 2046 boy soldiers whose life 
he examined. Although the sample is not that big, the randomly selected sample 
makes it a representative solution. 

Emden concludes that due to stricter recruiting examination, youngsters were 
selected a lot more in 1914 than in 1915 when there were less volunteers and a 
bigger need for soldiers. According to Emden, 15% of the 2,67 million volun-
teers were under the age limit, which means that approximately 400 thousand 
boy soldiers fought on the Western front. In the twentieth chapter, the story of 
the youngest boy soldier, Sidney George Lewis (born in 1903) can be read. He 
fought in the battle of Somme when he was only 12 years and 4 months old! In 
the closing chapter, the author lists the names and most important personal details 
(date of recruitment, body height, place and time of duty etc.) of boy soldiers who 
died in the war.

It is not only its novelty that makes the book so valuable, but also the original 
illustrations (photos, newspapers etc.) that are pieces from the author’s own col-
lection. As a historian who investigates the social history of the First World War, 
I hope that Richard van Emden’s book would be a sample for similar research in 
the future regarding the history of other countries.

róbert károly Szabó



650 Officers and Enlisted Men of Auxiliary Remount Depot N° 326 Camp Cody, N. M., In 
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commander / Photo by Almeron Newman, Rear 115 N. Gold Ave., Deming, N.M..(1919)
Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division Washington, D.C. 20540 USA
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