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t seems appropriate to open the 2026 Curator’s Choice series with a toy military artifact to begin a

year of commemorations of the 250™ anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independ-
ence and the opening salvos of the Revolutionary War. Throughout our country’s long history,
countless American citizens have fought and died for democracy and freedom.

\_/ J \_J

2. While it is unlikely to date

to the American War for Inde-

pendence, details that could Figure 1. This cast lead alloy soldier would have original-

have been used to definitively Iy been painted.
date the figure (like the head and the flag) are unfortunately absent. The short
jacket and the striped spats suggest that this figure dates to World War 1, based

on examples shown online (Figure 3).
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Figure 2. A set of modern replica soldiers representing an early 19th-century German infantry.

D iminutive human figures depicting soldiers have a long history, with
some of the earliest known examples found in Egyptian tombs. The ear-
liest “flat” toys were soldiers of pressed tin made in Germany from the 1730s

onward. In the eighteenth century, toy soldiers were generally crafted from
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The Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory (MAC Lab) is a state-of-the-art archaeological research,

the production of plastic soldiers became standard (Brown 2026). The hollow,

or slush, casting method used less lead than the solid cast figures and were less

expensive to produce. In the twentieth century, simple home casting kits
(Figure 4) imported from Germany were available in the United States for the

home production of toy soldiers (Wisconsin Historical Society 2007).

‘ ‘ 7 hen we think of toy soldiers today, we think of the plastic green Army

men from movies like 7oy Story. Or maybe you remember getting a
bag of them in various poses from your local store. While different in materi-
al, the toy soldiers of yesteryear were much the same and allowed children to
use their imaginations while admiring the sacrifice and courage of those that
fought for their country. While not as popular as they once were, kids today
may just prefer more immersive types of soldier role playing in the form of

video games.
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Figure 4. Home casting kit from the 1930s (photo courtesy of the Wisconsin Historical
Society).
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