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I was searching the records of the West Surrey (Queen’s) 
Regiment, which are held at Surrey History Centre. I found a 
reference to a Matthew Gotts who was held prisoner of war:

Gotts M, Matthew Pte 11th 206999, from Mundesley on 
Sea, Norfolk, ref QRWS/1/5/1.

I already had Matthew’s regimental number, but never knew he 
had been a POW. Surrey History Centre kindly sent me further 
details of the offline record:

Name M Gotts, Regimental no. 206999, 11th Battalion, 
Queen’s (RWS) Regiment. Date of record 16 July 1918, 
Prisoner of War camp: Cottbus Coy L9 Brandenburg, 
Prussia. 

Name of adopter: Hon Sec. Mundesley War Relief 
Committee, Prospect Cottage, Mundesley. No. of parcels 
28/-, 2.7/2 

Next of kin, Wife, Mrs M Gotts, No.2 Ozone Villas, 
Mundesley on Sea, Norfolk.

It appears that prisoners were formally sponsored by people at 
home, presumably to send food parcels, etc.

The Battalion diaries for the Royal West Surrey Regiment have 
been put on line: http://www.queensroyalsurreys.org.uk/war_
diaries/war_diaries_home_new.shtml. Here you can select the 
battalion and date. I started at 16 July when he was captured 
and worked back. The first missing person I came across was on 
29 May, with an “other ranks” soldier reported missing. There 
may be earlier ones, but the trouble is that OR (other ranks) are 
rarely named. This is the entry:

May 29. Nothing of importance occurred during the day. 
Large fighting patrol consisting of 3 officers & 50 ORs 
left our trenches at I.4.d.2.8 to raid suspected post 
at I.5.c.5.6. Enemy were encountered, 3 enemy being 
killed by 2/LT.G TREVELYAN. 2 others being accounted 
for by the remainder of the party. Patrol was caught 
in T.M. & M.G. barrage. On return of patrol 1 O.R. was 
found to be missing.

Other entries show they were based near Potijze, near Ypres. 
Matthew was presumably out with this fighting patrol when he 
was captured. You can see the map in detail on my website at 
http://www.gotts.org.uk/page226.html.

The recently released First World War records of the Red Cross 
are very useful: http://grandeguerre.icrc.org/ There are cards 
for each POW:

Matthew’s card confirms his 
identity and points to an extra file 
PA 33350. This shows the list sent 
by Cottbus POW camp to the Red 
Cross, with Matthew’s details. 
It identifies him as a corporal in 
C Company Royal West Surreys, 
and that he was taken prisoner 
on 30 May 1918 at Ypres, which 
matches my earlier investigation. 
He wasn’t injured. Hirson is a 
place near Arras, so it is possibly 
where he was taken after being 
captured. It has his date of birth 
and next of kin. 

Cottbus POW Camp
Cottbus is in Germany, close to the Polish border, so Matthew 
must have been transported some 1,000 km to Prussia. Also on 
the ICRC website, on the “Life in Internment Camps” tab, I 
could locate Cottbus and found five other camps in that area. 
Clicking on the map took me to the visit report by ICRC on 
18 December 1918, after the armistice. In particular it showed 
how many prisoners there were of each nationality, and almost 
all 1,500 British POWs were in Cottbus 1. The German soldiers 
were starving by 1918 on meagre rations, so POWs would be 
at least as badly treated. Life would have been very hard for 
Matthew. He was lucky that it was only a matter of months, 
presumably, until they were in better hands.

The ICRC website also has postcards of POW camps, including 
Cottbus, which helps to visualise conditions.

John Gotts, Killed in Action at Arras
Also on the Red Cross site I found a card for a John Gotts. This is 
an inquiry which had been made about John, and links a scant 

by Ian Gotts (Member 1398)

Matthew Gotts— 
A Prisoner of War

Matthew Gotts’ POW record 
card (above) indicates an 
additional document is 
available: his POW camp 
report, shown below.
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entry in CWGC records for a John missing, presumed killed. The 
card shows his regimental number as 15127 in the Royal West 
Surrey Regiment, and the date he disappeared. The “negatif 
envoyé” 22/10/17 means they wrote to the next of kin to say 
they have found no information about him. The next of kin is 
shown as his mother, Mrs A Gotts, of 113 Star Lane, Canning 
Town, London E 16. She had probably written to them asking if 
they had any details, as he had been presumed dead, but this 
has filled in the information on relatives missing from CWGC. 

Another source of records has helped: Now we have the 
“soldier’s effects” record on Ancestry. We have one for John, 
which confirms his mother, Ann, as the recipient of £3/4/5d 
followed by war gratuity of £9/10/-. So with his mother’s 
forename we have now confirmed him as John George, though 
this second name only appears in the birth index. So from the 
scant information on the CWGC register we know who John was.

It is worth checking the ICRC records if you have someone who 
died in the First World War. I have an entry for a George Gotts who 
appears on a “Totenliste” where he is shown as “found dead.”

Problem Soldiers
I have checked several battalion diaries in TNA but a couple 
of problems emerged. Frederick Gotts died in England in the 
training reserve and was buried in Hull cemetery. TNA advises 
that the army rationalised its record-keeping and only produced 
battalion diaries for those units at war. Since the training 
reserve were not at war there is no war diary. There may be 
other records showing why he died, but it looks like the death 
certificate will be the main source.

The other tricky area is where soldiers went to hospital 
first. There are limited hospital records available. Bertie 
George Gotts is buried in the cemetery at Lijssenthoek, near 
Poperinge, but there no records for which hospital he was in. 
His “Soldiers Effects” record shows he was at “3 Can CC Stn 
France.” The website www.1914-1918.net shows that Casualty 
Clearing Station 3 was at Lozinghem in January 1918, some 50 
km away near Bethune in France, which seems a long way from 
Poperinge.

So the only way is to work back from the date of death through 
the battalion diaries to see if there was some action and report 
of casualties. 

Similarly, Sidney Gotts died at Étaples hospital, with no records 
of how he got there. Again, the only recourse is to check for 
action in his battalion back from that day. 

Sidney’s soldier’s will is one of the few that can be bought from 
the probate office (https://www.gov.uk/probate-search). Like 
another Gotts will, it is wrongly identified, this one as Stanley 
instead of Sidney, registered as dying on 16/04/1917.

Matthew Gotts, Tunneller, Died 8 Feb 1916
The “Soldiers’ Effects” entry shows Matthew as sapper 102869 
in the 178th Company of the Royal Engineers. He died 8 Feb 1916 
in action. He had over £48 in his pay account, a huge amount in 
those days. This was passed on to his widow, Lydia. This sparked 
me to investigate him further. Through www.1914-1918.
net I realised that 178th Company was a tunnelling company 
attached to 7th Division.

On formation, 178th moved to the Fricourt sector of the Somme, 
and then moved up to try to mine enemy positions in High Wood 

as the advance progressed in July 1916. This stacks up with 
Matthew’s death in 1916.

‘Everybody Damns the Tunneller’ (E Synton, 1918)
Tunnellers seemed to have their own status and lack of respect 
for authority of other military rank. He would have been paid 6 
shillings for every day in France as a tunneller, so this is probably 
the source of the £48. This was for two days working and the 
rest of the week off. However, this is about 40 weeks’ pay, so it 
is interesting that he hadn’t sent it all home! 

This website gives a very good account of the origins of the 
tunnellers, and their way of cutting the tunnels which was 
much quieter than the German approach of pick and shovel. See 
http://www.tunnellersmemorial.com/tunnelling-companies/.

The battalion diary shows the different status of tunnellers: 
every casualty is named. It shows that Matthew was digging in 
the tunnel with two others when the Germans exploded their 
own mine at Tambour Duclos, causing the tunnels to collapse, 
burying three of them. Two died (Gotts, Willty) and Luke was 
wounded, though the two that died were dug out and buried 
nearby at Becort-Becordel Cemetery. 

To actually work out where they died takes a bit of effort. The 
battalion diary shows the place as MEAULTE, but this was the 
battalion headquarters and not where the tunnel was being 
dug. By reading back in the diary it identifies that a three-mile 
telephone wire had been laid from the mines to HQ, and it 
seems that they were working on tunnels for mines at Fricourt, 
around the Tambour Duclos area.

Conclusions and Lessons Learned
Some of the lessons I have learned investigating my First World 
War Gottses:

• Finding the service number and battalion is key, and 
matching these across records can confirm you are 
looking at the correct records. Sometimes the details of 
the battalion are only in one record, and not necessarily 
the medal record or the CWGC record, so the service 
number becomes the key link.

• “Soldiers Effects” records often have a closer indication 
of where a soldier died, and usually something much 
better than the “Died in France and Flanders” statement 
in CWGC records.

• ICRC records cover more than names of prisoners, and 
have extra documents which can build up the picture of 
what life was like.

• Battalion records are well worth looking at. The 
Northumberland Fusilier one I bought had the full orders 
for 1 July 1916, and showed exactly where my great uncle 
mustered, attacked, and died. Many are online as well.

• www.1914-1918.net is invaluable in understanding the 
battalion structures and what they were doing.

There are many other websites describing what battalions were 
doing at different times, also forums to help with your problem. 
Just get Googling.

New material comes on line all the time. Keep looking! n
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