
James E. West
Born May 16, 1876, in Washington, D.C.; died May 15, 1948. 

The fourth of the fathers of Scouting could not have been 
more different from Baden-Powell, Seton, and Beard. He was 
James E. West, who appealed to boys like two hours of homework. 
But West was the right man at the right time. He was a genius at 
organization, just what the BSA needed when it started.

James West was much younger than the other "fathers." He was 34 when the BSA began; Daniel 
Carter Beard was 60, Robert SS Baden-Powell, 53, and Ernest Thompson Seton, 50.

A Orphan With Tuberculosis

Both of James West's parents died before he was 7 years old, so he was sent to live in an 
orphanage in Washington, D.C.

Soon after, tuberculosis germs attacked one of his hips and knees. He spent two years in the 
hospital and was left with a permanent limp.

It was a hard life at the orphanage, but it made James West tough. At times he served as 
handyman, laundry operator, librarian, night watchman, and chicken raiser.

Lawyer and Helper of Children

He earned a law degree as a young man. In his spare time West took on volunteer jobs for kids. He 
helped to set up Washington's first juvenile court so that children would not have to be tried in adult 
courts.

He had a big part in building the city's playgrounds. He helped form the Child Rescue League, 
which placed 2,000 children in foster homes. In 1910, when the leaders of the new BSA asked West to be 
their chief executive, he did not want to take the job. Finally he agreed to, serve for six months. The six 
months stretched into 32 years.

West was a hard-driving executive and a demanding boss. One minute he would be chewing out 
an employee, the next, patting him on the back. 

James West's desire to run the BSA in a businesslike manner did not always sit well with Ernest 
Seton and Daniel Beard.

After clashing with James West several times, Seton left the BSA in 1915. He blasted West as a 
"man of great executive ability, but without knowledge of the activities of boys; who has no point of 
contact with boys, and who, I might say, has never seen the blue sky in his life."

From 1922 until his retirement in 1943, James West was editor of Boys' Life as well as Chief 
Scout Executive.

- from Four Fathers of Scouting http://www.rogerknapp.com/download/fathers.htm


