
Arthur Smith 
 
If it wasn’t for the inscription on the lych gate at Flaxton Church Arthur’s contribution to the 
war effort would have been forgotten. No military records of his service have survived, nor 
are there any records of his death.  I looked for an Arthur Smith with a link to Flaxton out of 
the dozens of men with the same name. After a lot of searching I found him.  
  
Arthur Smith was born 19th October 1895 at the Foston Gate House, the illegitimate child of 
Mary Hannah Smith. This was a big deal at the time. Children born out of wedlock were a 
cause of great shame in families, condemned by the church and the community as a whole. 
It was disaster for those women who could not financially support themselves, some relied 
on parish relief and for others the workhouse was the only option. There are newspaper 
accounts of desperate women concealing their pregnancy and abandoning their baby, many 
of whom died. Some single mothers arranged for their child to live with, and be looked after 
by another woman for a one-off fee. This enabled them to work to earn enough money to 
survive. It was like unofficial adoption or fostering and no doubt some of the women who 
provided this service were genuine and provided proper care and attention. But many a 
nurse child, as they were called, were not so lucky and newspaper accounts of neglect and 
cruelty on what came to be known as baby farms caused public outrage; in later years 
legislation gradually outlawed them.  
 
Mary Hannah and her son Arthur were spared this; she continued to earn a living in 
domestic service, while Arthur was brought up by his grandparents, Thomas and Mary Jane 
Smith. When he was four years old his mother married Henry Binnington and started a new 
life in Driffield where she had three more children. Arthur continued to live with his 
grandparents and it is possible that he regarded them as his parents.  
 
The Smith family’s first association with Flaxton was as employees of the railway company.  
Flaxton Station in the 1870s had a similar number of houses as it does today albeit with 
different uses. In those days it had a station master’s house and a small cluster of cottages 
for the railway workers, a police house, police station with court house, not forgetting the 
Thompson Arms public house.   
 
It was into this small community, technically in Thornton le Clay but for all intents and 
purposes on the edge of Flaxton village, that Thomas and Mary Jane Smith moved in the 
early 1870s with their eldest son Robert. It was here that their next three children were 
born. They more than likely worshipped at Flaxton Church where Mary Hannah (Arthur’s 
mother), Elizabeth and Frederick were baptised and it’s not unreasonable to assume that 
one or more of the children attended Flaxton School.  
 
Thomas Smith was a railway labourer, a platelayer, whose job it was to inspect, maintain 
and repair the track. By the late 1870s the family had moved to Foston Gatehouse a little 
further down the line. Thomas continued his job as a platelayer and the rest of his family 
acted as gatekeepers for the road which crossed the track. They went on to have three 
more children in that house. By 1901 only two of their seven children were still at home in 
Foston but by this time Thomas’s mother was living with them too, as was 5-year-old Arthur 
Smith, their grandson.  



 
It wasn’t unusual to have seven children but it was less usual for all the children, especially 
in poor households, to reach adulthood as Mary’s did.  
 
In 1911 the widowed Mary Smith, 69, is living alone in a two roomed house (that’s a total of 
two rooms, not two bedrooms) in Flaxton and is said to be a dressmaker working at home. 
Unfortunately, the census doesn’t give the address, but it could be one of the so-called Poor 
Houses that were the result of the conversion of the old school house (on the green at the 
corner of Strensall Lane) which have since been demolished. Her children had left home, as 
had her grandson, Arthur.  
 
Arthur was 15 in 1911, and working as the second horseman at White Averham Farm, one 
of three farm servants living on the farm with the farmer Charles Edmund and his family. 
Both White Averham Farm and nearby Black Averham Farm were on the site of the present 
Sandburn Hall Golf Club which is accessed from Flaxton Lane (Scotchman Lane), but in those 
days they were accessed by a road off Malton Road (A64) roughly opposite Lobster House.  
 
That entry for Arthur Smith in the 1911 census is the last known record of him.  
However, I found his Uncle Frederick (his mother’s brother), enlisting on 10th December 
1915 in Flaxton, so it’s likely that the 20-year-old Arthur enlisted at the same time.  
When he enlisted for military service in 1915 Frederick Smith was 38, married with two 
children and living in the Gate House at Foston crossing, where he had spent much of his 
childhood. Like his father before him he was a platelayer. Fred survived the war and was still 
at the same place in 1939, doing the same job with his wife as the railway crossing keeper.  
 
The only record of military service for the Smith boys is for Frederick but it’s likely that one 
or more of the others also enlisted, except Robert that is. He joined the police force in Leeds 
in 1892 where he had uninterrupted service until he retired in 1920.  
 
Arthur Smith was killed sometime between 1915 and 1918 and I can’t help wondering how 
his mother, Mary Hannah, felt when she heard the news and if it was before or after her 
husband, Henry Binnington, (Arthur’s stepfather) signed up with the RAF in June of 1918. By 
that time more servicemen were required and the criteria for enrolment was reduced, as is 
demonstrated by Henry.  He was described as 46 years 8 months old, 5ft 2in tall with dark 
grey hair and a pale complexion. Luckily, he survived the war, returning to Driffield and his 
job as a joiner. They were still there in 1939. 
 
Arthur’s cousin (third cousin three times removed) through his maternal grandmother’s line, 
lives in New Zealand. She knew of his existence but had been unable to find out what 
happened to him until I was in email contact. So, it just shows the value of the memorial on 
the lych gate at Flaxton Church, without which he would have been truly forgotten.  
 
 
 
 


