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Conduct Unbecoming an Officer and a Gentleman?
In September 1889 Major Woods and Lieutenant Urmston of the Royal Marines entered their boats in a race at 
Devonport Regatta but Urmston ‘scratched’ (withdrew) his boat at the last minute.  At 23.30 on 11 September 
in the Royal Marines Light Infantry Officer’s Mess at Stonehouse Barracks, Woods challenged Urmston about 
the withdrawal resulting in a disturbance that led to allegations of each using ‘offensive expressions’ and 
assaulting the other. The Barracks guard were called to intervene  and restrained Major Woods who was 
attempting to hit Lieutenant Urmston. Both officers were charged with disciplinary offences under Military Law 
and ordered to appear before a Court Martial. Their behaviour indicated poor judgment that could undermine 
the organisational structure of the military as an effective and resilient organisation especially at a time of high 
alert because of threatening tensions in southern Africa in that autumn along with the ongoing Mahdist War.

The Court Martial
On 14 October, by Order of the Admiralty, a general Court Martial was convened at Stonehouse Barracks. Colonel Second Commandant W.D. Welch  of the Royal Marine Artillery Division presided 
with 3 Lieutenant Colonels and 6 Majors. Evidence was presented that Woods had questioned Urmston about why he had withdrawn his boat from the race after both officers  and others had 
placed bets  on the outcome. Woods remarked that he could ‘win any day’. Urmston replied he thought that unlikely as the ‘boat was chiefly composed of gas’ (meaning the crew without any 
officer direction). Woods was alleged to have called Urmston a ‘cur’ and a ‘swob’ and Urmston responded that he was therefore ‘entitled to call him a liar’ and a ‘bounce’ meaning one placing a 
bet deliberately in one’s favour intending to influence the result. Cheating in fact. Urmston’s withdrawal of the boat was perceived to have affected any  potential financial gain from the bets laid.

Charges against Major Henry Byron Woods RMLI 
• Behaving in a scandalous manner unbecoming an officer and a gentleman in the presence of 

Urmston and other officers by making use of foul expressions thereby causing a fray
• Conduct to the prejudice of good order and military discipline in that he made use of the 

expressions referred to; fighting on the parade ground in the vicinity of the guard, and inciting 
Lieutenant Urmston to ‘settle the matter’.

Woods’ trial
The Defence accepted the fight had taken place but argued that as both officers 
were in plain clothes this posed no offence to the uniform.  Also that Woods was 
provoked into using ‘offensive expressions,’ acted defensively and regretted 
allowing ‘his passions to so far get the mastery of him’.  He provided testimonials 
as to his character including his bravery in the Soudan and twice winning a medal 
from the Royal Humane Society.
The Prosecution argued that provocation was no justification but might be used to mitigate the 
punishment. They also referred to Woods being convicted at a previous Court Martial in 1878 for 
‘disobedience to  the orders of his superior officer and behaving with contempt’ when he was deprived 
of 2 years’ seniority (reduced to 3 months by Queen Victoria) and dismissed from his ship.
The Verdict:  The tribunal decided he was guilty of one or more charges later confirmed by the 
Admiralty. Woods was dismissed from the service but paid a compassionate allowance of £72 per year 
(equivalent £4,300 today).
Comment: Woods was dealt with more severely than Urmston because of his previous court martial 
conviction and as Major he should lead by example. The court gave a more favourable 
recommendation to the Admiralty but this was not accepted (see newspaper clipping opposite).

Charges against Lieutenant Archibald George Brabazon Urmston 
• Striking his superior officer by a blow in the face 
• Conduct to the prejudice of good order and military discipline in that he was 

concerned in a fray by fighting with Major Woods.
Urmston’s Trial
The Defence consistently made note of the ‘gross provocation Urmston received from 
Major Woods which he exercised with great forbearance’ and that he had no alternative 
but to demand  ‘a full and ample retraction of his foul and unlawful words, or else 
promptly accept the natural and probable consequence of his words.’
The Prosecution argued that provocation was no defence to the ‘highest act of 
insubordination’: Urmston’s  striking Woods in retaliation to the verbal insults.
The Verdict: Urmston was found guilty and reduced in ‘order of 
precedence’ and reprimanded. He  was later promoted to Major 
and in 1901 commanded the Marines on the western frontier.
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