
Hedley Outhwaite 
 
Hedley Outhwaite enlisted in Doncaster. His regiment was the Machine Gun Corps, number, 
25847, Infantry Battalion, formerly Yorkshire Light Infantry number 2889. Records show he 
died in action in France and Flanders, “death accepted 26.10.1917.” I’m assuming this 
means his body was not recovered until a while after his death, or maybe not at all.  He was 
23.  
 
Hedley was a Flaxton lad, born and bred, the second of four children to Herbert Henry 
Outhwaite and Elizabeth (nee Swales). He was born 14th March 1894 and baptised at Flaxton 
Church a month later. His brother Herbert was also born in Flaxton. More on him later. 
It’s not possible to work out exactly where in the village the family lived but in 1901 they are 
listed three houses away from Flaxton Lodge; his father was a farmer at that time.  
 
In 1911 Hedley’s parents and their youngest child, Olive, had moved to the Blacksmith’s 
Arms in Flaxton where Herbert was the publican.  Hedley was 17 by then, had left home and 
was working for Viscount Garnock as a gamekeeper at Claxton Hall, a large country house 
with 26 rooms. Hedley would have known Louisa Metcalfe, the housemaid, whose brother 
Percival was also killed in action.  Hedley lived in what was described as the “Groom’s Mess 
Rooms” with Benjamin Robinson who was the groom and named as head of the household. 
I’m guessing that this two roomed property was above the stables. As a gamekeeper Hedley 
would have been familiar with handling guns, so is this why he was recruited into the 
Machine Gun Corps? In the trenches of the First World War, the machine gun was queen of 
the battlefield. In all the major battles - Somme, Ypres, Passchendaele, Vimy, Arras - it was 
the machine gun which could decimate whole battalions, and which changed the face of 
warfare. 

Copied from: http://www.machine-gun-corps-database.co.uk/intro_page.html  

The Machine Gun Corps is probably one of the most difficult Great War units to research. It 

was one of the few “war raised” units, having no existence prior to the conflict, and suffering 

the ignominy of being disbanded entirely in the years immediately following. 

Researchers find it hard to understand why such a vast organisation (well over 100,000 

serving soldiers, plus officers, at its highest strength) should have left behind so few tangible 

records. 

It has been suggested that the army “establishment” wanted to quickly forget that the Corps 

ever existed - it had, after all, taken away from the long-established infantry regiments some 

of the very best and cleverest officers whose skill at arms, in mathematics, trigonometry and 

calculus would become such an asset in the operation of the Vickers machine guns. It starved 

the line regiments of recruits, taking the fittest and the best to try and satisfy the demand for 

more, and yet more, intelligent young men to man the guns. It succeeded beyond the wildest 

dreams of its conception, becoming in two short years a model of ruthless efficiency and 

operational supremacy. Conveniently, perhaps, all of its operational records, its 

establishments and regimental orders were totally destroyed in a mysterious fire which took 

place at the last Headquarters of the Corps, at Shorncliffe, near Folkestone in 1920.  Not a 

single sheet of paper survived and even the partly written history of the Corps was lost.  
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Machine Gun Corps in the First World War 
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in-the-first-world-war/ 

“No military pomp attended its birth or decease. It was not a famous regiment with glamour 

and whatnot, but a great fighting corps, born for war only and not for parades. From the 

moment of its formation, it was kicking. It was with much sadness that I recall its 

disbandment in 1922; like old soldiers it simply faded away“. So said former machine gunner 

George Coppard, in his epic autobiography “With a machine gun to Cambrai.” 

 
 
British Vickers machine gun crew wearing PH-type anti-gas helmets. Near Ovillers during 

the Battle of the Somme, July 1916. The gunner is wearing a padded waistcoat, enabling him 

to carry the machine gun barrel. IWM photograph Q3995, with permission. Note that the left-

hand soldier has an MGC badge on his shoulder. 

 
There are no records of Hedley’s time in the army, other than his death, but there are 
records for his brother Herbert, probably because he was in the Household Cavalry; those 
records survived (as did Herbert.) He served in France, India and South Africa and by the end 
of his service he had been promoted to Corporal of Horse. 
 Prior to the army Herbert had been a cowman on a farm in Crayke, and also said to be a 
butcher, and at one time a horse dealer as well. He was 19 in October 1914 when he signed 
up for 12 years in the army, but in 1920 he’d had enough and on the payment of £35 was 
discharged at his own request. His medical records show he had a tough time during those 
years and was hospitalised several times for: bronchitis, measles, a wounded finger and the 
potentially fatal flu virus during the 1918 epidemic.  
Herbert was appointed to the Household Cavalry, 1st Life Guards in 1914. Maybe his height 
had something to do with that; he was half an inch over 6 foot. Of the dozens of attestation 
papers I have scrutinised over the years I have never come across such a tall man in that era. 

https://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/army/regiments-and-corps/machine-gun-corps-in-the-first-world-war/
https://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/army/regiments-and-corps/machine-gun-corps-in-the-first-world-war/


 


