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Strange Times! 

Boy Soldiers 

It has been estimated that 250,000 boys enlisted in the British army in World War 1.  Among those 

known to have served  in the Gordon Highlanders was James Whyte who was killed on the 2nd May 

1916, aged 16 – three years below the minimum age for service overseas.  The youngest soldier 

known to have served was Sidney Lewis (East Surrey Regiment) who was a machine gunner in the 

Battle of the Somme at the age of 13 having enlisted at the age of 12. 

A N  U N K N O W N  ‘ B O Y  S O L D I E R ’  W H O  
S E R V E D  W I T H  T H E  G O R D O N             

H I G H L A N D E R S  

One of the most harrowing tales of young soldiers concerns an un-named lad who served with the 

2nd Gordon Highlanders during the Battle of Loos in September 1915.  The story was told by Charlie 

Park who searched for him when the time to attack approached. 
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“Suddenly I remembered the newest and youngest member of the section was still in 

the parados wall (a recess had been dug in the front side of the trench). ‘How the hell 

could the kid sleep midst all that din?’ I asked myself.   

 

‘Hey kid, get out here at the double!’ I screamed using every decibel at my command.  

Still no movement from behind the sandbag materialised; I stepped down quickly 

from the ledge. ‘The kid’ll be in trouble if he doesn’t move fast.’ The thought flashed 

through my mind as I reached for the course curtaining. 

 The sight I saw I just couldn’t take in and for a split second was dumbstruck and, 

whatever I was, I was rarely at a loss for words. The lad was on his knees, his back to 

me, frantically tunneling with his bare hands in to the earth in a futile attempt to es-

cape from the mayhem that was developing all around us. ‘C’mon lad!’ I shrieked, 

tugging at his tunic; the young soldier resisted with strength born of fear and all the 

time his two hands were clawing feverishly at mother earth.  Blind panic, so terrifying 

to behold for even a hardened soldier, had not even allowed his common sense to se-

lect his entrenchment tool for the purpose.  I forcibly grabbed him by the shoulders 

and pulled him back into the trench.  The sight of that brave under-age boy lying on 

the duckboard shook me rigid.  In less than half an hour his entire head of hair had 

changed from close to black to virgin white, the horrendous sight was well-nigh unbe-

lievable. The ravages of fear and terror had bleached his young looks in minutes and 

turned the boy into a frightful sight of half old and half young; everyone in the front 

line knew fear but to see it visually, so stark and unhidden, was horrible.” 

          (Charlie Park, Gordon Highlanders) 


