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INTRODUCTION 

 

In spring 2017, I was asked by my parents if I could uncover anything about the circumstances of the 

death of my father’s great uncle, Frederick Charles Herbert Guest, who died in the First World War.  

My mother, who had been researching her own, and now my father’s family trees for a number of years, 

had identified Guest some time ago. She’d also found the location of his grave at Faubourg D'amiens 

Cemetery in Arras, France. My parents were planning to meet other members of my extended family in 

Arras to visit the grave on the centenary of his death; the 3rd June 2017. As I already had plans to be in 

Normandy in early June, I would not be able to attend and instead I offered to find out what I could and 

pass it on.  

Fortunately, I had a stroke of luck without even having to leave my desk. Whilst looking through Guest’s 

entry in the Commonwealth War Graves Commission database, I noticed that the Graves Registration 

Report (Appendix 1) contained a useful detail, one that is not always to be found on these records. 

Almost all graves and their associated records will identify the regiment a casualty came from, but in 

this instance, it also identified Guest’s unit.  

 

 

This told me that Guest was in Number 3 Company of the Army Service Corps, part of the Divisional 

Train of the 61st Division. With this information, I could be fully prepared for a visit to The National 

Archives (TNA) and already know which war diaries I would need to consult, saving a great deal of time. 

By searching through their Discovery Database, I quickly identified the documents I’d need and, having 

consulted them, was able to trace the path of Guest’s last few days.  

 

http://www.cwgc.org/find-war-dead/casualty/284282/GUEST,%20FREDERICK%20CHARLES%20HERBERT
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FREDERICK CHARLES HERBERT GUEST 

 

My mother had already established that Charles Guest was born on the 11th August 1889 and had 

identified what was most likely to be his service record at The National Archives in Kew, London. I was 

delighted to see this, as so many service records from the First World War were lost in the Second, but I 

knew that there was unlikely to be much of an explanation of his death within it. At best there may be a 

listing of his unit, which would lead me on to their war diaries, which might contain a bit more 

information. Even that was not guaranteed.  

His entry in the Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) database contained a little extra 

information; the register for the cemetery (Appendix 2) stated: 

 

(Royal has been deleted in pencil, as the Army Service Corps was not given the Royal prefix until 1918) 

 

Guest’s service record (WO 374/29703: Service Record: Lt Frederick Charles Herbert Guest. Army 

Service Corps.) was one of the first records I consulted when I reached TNA. As I expected, there was 

little about the circumstances of his death in there, although some interesting records on his service. I 

soon discovered that Guest had originally been an enlisted man and not an officer. He joined the 

Territorials in October 1914 and served with the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC).  

In June 1915, at which point he was a Staff Sergeant with the 2/2 South Midland Field Ambulance of the 

61st Division, he applied for a commission as an officer and to serve with mounted forces. He was 

officially commissioned on the 18th July 1915 and he was given the honorary rank of lieutenant. Initially 

he served with the 3/1 South Midland Mounted Brigade Field Ambulance. Later that year he married 

Ethel – on Christmas Eve 1915. 

In March 1916 he applied for a transfer to serve with the mounted corps of the Army Service Corps 

stating that “if transferred, it is my bona fide intention to join immediately, and do duty for as long as 

His Majesty requires my services.” His commanding officer in the RAMC noted that “I recommend Hon 

Lieut and Transport Officer F.C. Guest for transfer to the Army Service Corps and certify that the 

transfer does not originate in any cause affecting the honour, character or professional efficiency of the 

officer. I also certify that Lieut Guest is a good regimental officer and is likely to prove a credit to the 

corps if transferred.” 

Guest’s transfer was approved and he joined the Army Service Corps shortly before the division moved 

to France.   
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61ST (2ND  SOUTH MIDLAND) DIVISION  

 

The internet is a researcher’s best friend and it’s quite easy to get information on large military 

formations online nowadays. During the centenary period, it’s even easier to find information on the 

First World War. However, it’s not always possible to be certain of the facts found online, and 

establishing reliable sources can be tricky. 

Even so, the 61st Division was not a famed unit of the First World War, and finding much information 

about it can be diffucult. The best source proved to be The Long, Long Trail, a website about the British 

Army in the First World War. I knew from experience that their work was reliable and their entry for the 

61st Division proved to be a useful background to the unit’s activities. 

At the outbreak of war, the War Office ordered all Territorial forces to form reserve units. Men who had 

volunteered for overseas service remained in the main unit, whilst those who elected to remain in the 

UK formed the reserve formations and were joined by new members as recruiting (and then the draft) 

produced more men. 

In March 1915, the 48th (South Midland) Division departed for France. Those who remained were 

concentrated in the Northampton area and soon formed into a new division. This was number 61 and 

recognised as the ‘second’ South Midland division; hence its official title was the 61st (2nd South 

Midland) Division. Originally the unit was designed to provide ‘second-line’ reserve battalions for the 

‘first-line’ battalions of the leading 48th Division. As casualties were taken in the 48th, men from the 

second battalions in the 61st could be transferred to this front line unit, usually in large bodies of men 

(companies or even whole battalions) rather than on an individual basis.  

Lord Kitchener inspected the unit in August 1915 and in February of the following year the division, now 

nearly up to full strength, moved to Salisbury Plain for training, where King George V inspected them at 

Bulford in May. That month the division found out that the need for men in France was so great that 

they were destined to be sent, as a whole unit, to the Western Front.   

Movement began on the 21st and by the 28th, nearly the whole division was established in the area of 

Merville, near the Belgian border. The division was not involved in the debacle on the Somme, but on 

the 19th July, took part in the subsidiary attack on Fromelles, an action that proved to be a disaster for 

the unit. Heavy casualties were sustained and they were withdrawn from the line until 1917. 

In 1917, the division was based in the Somme region. When the German infantry withdrew from their 

existing front line to the improved defences of the Hindenburg Line in March, the division captured the 

villages of Chaulnes and Bapaume, so uth of Arras. In May they moved north to the area west of Arras. 

 

 

 

http://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/
http://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/army/order-of-battle-of-divisions/61st-2nd-south-midland-division/
http://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/army/order-of-battle-of-divisions/61st-2nd-south-midland-division/
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61 DIVISION, 61 DIVISIONAL TRAIN 

 

 

Horse transport of the Army Service Corps waiting at a roadside dump for supplies. Carnoy, March 1917. © 

IWM (Q 4830) 

 

Each division had a divisional train, a unit that was responsible for the movement of the vast quantities 

of baggage that a division created and carried with it as it moved around. Once a division was 

ensconced in a position, the train took responsibility for moving the supplies from the end of a supply 

line to the men of the division on the front line. Supplies usually came by ship from England, onto trains 

and to the nearest railhead (typically a major station or junction capable of handling large numbers of 

train and quantities of cargo). There may be a further journey by vehicle, undertaken by a divisional 

motor transport (MT) company, until reaching a refilling point where the divisional train would take 

over (although often railheads came so close to a division’s location that the train would collect them 

directly from there – this was often the case if a division was located behind the front line and rail 

connections were better).  

http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205237050
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The train was made up of four companies of the Army Service Corp (ASC), numbered 1 to 4. Companies 

2 to 4 each served one brigade of the division, whilst 1 Company served the Division HQ. A small 

administrative HQ oversaw all four companies. Almost all of the transport was horse drawn and goods 

typically included food, animal feed, clothing, mail and so forth, but not ammunition or engineering 

equipment. 

 

Horse wagons of the Army Service Corps collecting forage from a train at railhead. Frechencourt, March 

1917. © IWM (Q 4821) 

 

Confusingly, the companies were drawn from existing companies of the ASC which may have already 

had a completely different company number. Therefore companies 1 to 4 of the 61 Divisional Train 

consisted of 521, 522, 523 and 524 Companies ASC respectively.  

Further information can be found The Long, Long Trail. 

 

 

http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205237042
http://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/army/regiments-and-corps/the-army-service-corps-in-the-first-world-war/
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THE MOVE INTO ARRAS 

 

As I already knew that Guest was in No. 3 company ASC of the Divisional Train (which was in fact 523 

company ASC), this was the first war diary I turned to when I reached TNA.  

The later entries of May’s war diaries indicated that No. 3 Coy was located at Dainville, just west of 

Arras, but the war diary for the headquarters of the 61st Divisional Train (Appendix 3) contains the 

following entries for June: 

 

June 1st  

No. 2 Coy moves from BERNEVILLE to ACHICOURT and refills at new refilling point at CO IL RT on 

arrival 

June 2nd 

Train HQ moves to Arras and No. 3 Coy to g 20 c 8.4 (map 51 b) and refills at g 20 c 8.4 (map 51 b) on 

arrival. Pte Deane No. 3 Coy wound & evacuated to CCS. 

 

These deployments are reflected in the 61 Division General Staff war diary’s location map for 1st June, 

which shows No.3 Company before its departure from Dainville: 
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No. 3 Company’s new location is reflected on the 61 Division General Staff war diary’s location map for 

3rd June: 

 

 

The locations are also made clear in the General Staff’s location statement for 3rd June:  

 

 

The map reference in the Divisional Train HQ war diary is incredibly useful and enables us to pinpoint 

locations quite clearly (it’s especially nice to have, as these details are not something that is always 

included). The diary states that No. 3 Company moved to ‘g 20 c 8.4 (map 51 b)’.In this instance, map 51 

b is the main sheet for the Arras region and G is the portion that covers Arras town and the land 

immediately west of it. 20 is a grid square and the following letter is one of four further squares within 

that square (a-d). The final number is an x/y co-ordinate within that letter square.   

With this information we can place No. 3 Coy at the spot marked A on Map 51 b. They encamped just 

south of the village marked Fbg. de Beaudimont and just north of Fbg de Amiens on the 2nd June. 
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One hundred years later we can trace this grid reference almost precisely to 50°17'28.5"N 2°45'05.2"E 

(Appendix 4). This would appear to have been just north of what was little more than a trackway in 1917 

but today is the Rue Georges Auphelle. The exact location is now seemingly a series of apartment 

blocks close to the junction with Rue Utrillo.  

 

https://www.google.co.uk/maps/place/50%C2%B017'28.5%22N+2%C2%B045'05.2%22E/@50.2912534,2.7492433,580m/data=!3m2!1e3!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x0:0x0!8m2!3d50.29125!4d2.751432
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3RD  JUNE 1917 

 

The war diary for the headquarters of the 61st Divisional Train (Appendix 3) continues: 

 

June 3rd  

Railhead ARRAS. Supplies drawn from Railhead to Refilling Point by baggage section. Lt F. C. H. Guest 

seriously wounded while proceeding to Railhead with baggage section and removed to 2/2 Field 

Ambulance Hospital St Jean. Lt F. C. H. Guest died in the evening of wounds. Dr Purnell No. 3 Coy killed 

and buried in Arras Cemetery G 26 b 7.5 (map 51 b). 

 

The war diary for No. 3 Company (Appendix 5) states: 

 

June 3rd  

Lt F. C. H. GUEST died of shrapnel wounds received whilst proceeding to railhead ARRAS with supply 

convoy.  

T 4/249085 Dr PURNELL. G.H. killed by shell whilst on same duty. 

 

George Henry Purnell was a driver (in the ASC an equivalent rank of private), hence the title of Dr. The 

fact he was buried on the same day implies he died at the scene. He was 22 when he lost his life and is 

buried in the same cemetery as Guest. 

The 61st Division General Staff war diary (Appendix 6) makes mention of shelling on the 3rd June: 

The enemy’s artillery was active. A 38cm. naval gun fired into ARRAS at intervals of a few minutes 

between 7 a.m. and 8.30 a.m. At dawn GUEMAPPE was shelled with about 50 rounds of 10.5cm. During 

the night (2nd/3rd) our front line system was shelled with short bursts, the heaviest shelling being on the 

trenches immediately N. of the CAMBRAI ROAD. 

http://www.cwgc.org/find-war-dead/casualty/574793/PURNELL,%20GEORGE%20HENRY
http://www.cwgc.org/find-war-dead/casualty/574793/PURNELL,%20GEORGE%20HENRY
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Clearly Guest and Purnell were in the same unit undertaking this task, although it is unclear if they were 

struck by the same shell. It is quite possible that fire from the naval gun was responsible for their deaths 

(Guemappe is too far south east). 

Unfortunately it has proved difficult to establish the location of the railhead. It is not impossible that it 

was a single line that terminated to the north east of the town, although it is most likely that it will have 

been the sidings or main station to the south of Arras. If this is so, then Guest and Purnell were most 

likely hit somewhere in the marked region, after leaving their camp at A.  
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ST JEAN HOSPITAL 

After he was wounded, Guest was taken to the 2/2 Field Ambulance Hospital. This was, of course, the 

unit that Guest had served with prior to his commission two years previously. Once again, the location 

statement in the 61 Division General Staff war diary provides us with more information: 

 

The war diary of the 2/2 South Midland’s Field Ambulance RAMC (Appendix 7) tells us more: 

 

June 1st  

Time of arrival 10.00. Main Dressing Station at Hôpital St. Jean – Rue St. Aubert, taken over from 49th 

Fld Ambce. 

 

The St Jean Hospital was and still is located in Arras. Today it is a modern concrete structure with a 

main entrance on Rue des Agaches (Appendix 8), but 100 years ago it was an altogether different 

building facing onto a square on Rue Saint-Aubert (marked B below).  

 

https://www.google.co.uk/maps/place/50%C2%B017'30.3%22N+2%C2%B046'12.1%22E/@50.291755,2.7691401,18z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x0:0x0!8m2!3d50.291755!4d2.77003
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This photograph, looking south east down Rue Saint-Aubert, shows the hospital’s main entrance (left) 

facing onto the square (right). 
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This view looks the other way, north-west along Rue Saint-Aubert. The café with the red shade and 

buildings continuing along behind are the same. There is also a statue in the square that appears on old 

photographs. 
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At some point in the evening of the 3rd June, 1917, Guest died of his wounds. That night or the next day, 

his body was taken to the established field cemetery and buried (Appendix 3): 

 

June 4th 

Lt F. C. H. Guest buried in ARRAS cemetery G 26 b 7.5 (map 51 b) all officers of the Train Coys in Arras 

attend the funeral. One horse of No. 4 Coy killed by a bomb. 2nd Lt D. T. Morgan to return from 4th Army 

Troops Supply Column. 

 

Once again, grid references are provided. These tell us that the field cemetery is the site of the present 

day Faubourg D'amiens Cemetery (marked C below). It would seem that this became the Imperial War 

Graves Commission (now the CWGC) cemetery after the war, which most likely means that the men 

buried within it are exactly where they were originally laid to rest. 

 

https://www.google.co.uk/maps/place/Faubourg-d'Amiens+Cemetery/@50.2858969,2.7618149,16.17z/data=!4m13!1m7!3m6!1s0x0:0x0!2zNTDCsDE3JzMwLjMiTiAywrA0NicxMi4xIkU!3b1!8m2!3d50.291755!4d2.77003!3m4!1s0x0:0x85674ae01aeb6d76!8m2!3d50.2874404!4d2.7596283
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SOURCES 

 

Within The National Archives catalogue, WO 95 (War Office Series 95) deals with First World War unit 

war diaries. Within that, subseries 3033 to 3067 deal with the 61st Divisions records. The ones I used 

were: 

 WO 95/3034/1: (HQ & General Staff, June Dec 1917) 

 WO-95-3051/2: (Divisional Troops: 2/2 South Midland Field Ambulance) 

 WO 95/3053/1 (Divisional Troops: Divisional Train, 521 – 524 Companies ASC)  

As it happens, these records are all digitised. Whilst I was at TNA I was able to download them straight 

to my laptop, and then quickly identify more and download them as needed. The only record that had 

not been digitised was Guest’s own service record and I photographed this instead. 

 WO 374/29703: Service Record: Lt Frederick Charles Herbert Guest. Army Service Corps. 
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APPENDIX 1: GRAVE REGISTRATION REPORT FORM NO. 2, FAUBOURG D'AMIENS 

CEMETERY, ARRAS 
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APPENDIX 2: GRAVES REGISTER, FAUBOURG D'AMIENS CEMETERY, ARRAS 
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APPENDIX 3: WAR DIARY OF THE HEADQUARTERS 61S T  DIVISIONAL TRAIN 
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APPENDIX 4: MODERN MAP OF NO. 3 COYS CAMP, 2 JUNE 1917 
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APPENDIX 5: WAR DIARY OF 3 COMPANY 61ST DIVISIONAL TRAIN 
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APPENDIX 6: WAR DIARY 61S T  DIVISION HQ, JUNE 1917 
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APPENDIX 7: WAR DIARY 2/2 SOUTH MIDALND FIELD AMBULANCE, JUNE 1917 
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APPENDIX 8: MODERN MAP OF SAINT JEAN HOSPITAL 

 


