
20250208 – A history of 243 MMR, by Colonel (retd) David Vassallo FRCSEd MA L/RAMC 

1 
Published by Friends of Millbank                    Supporting the Museum of Military Medicine 

 

 
 

 
 

243 (Wessex) Multi-Role Medical Regiment 
 

(Previously 243 (The Wessex) Field Hospital; restructured as 243 MMR in January 2024) 
 

Introduction 
 
243 (The Wessex) Field Hospital (Volunteers) was formed by the amalgamation of 211 (Wessex) Field 

Hospital RAMC (Volunteers) and 219 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers) on 1 January 1996, 

initially coming under the command of 43 (Wessex) Brigade and then 2 Medical Brigade. ‘Volunteers’ was 

dropped from its title in 2013 as a result of the Future Reserves 2020 plan, under which the Territorial Army 

was renamed the Army Reserve.1  

Greater changes occurred under the Future Soldier programme, with a reduction in the number of Close 

Support Regiments and the formation of Multi-Role Medical Regiments.2,3 As a result, 243 Field Hospital 

restructured in late 2023 to form 243 (Wessex) Multi-Role Medical Regiment,4 officially coming into 

existence at the flag raising ceremony in Exeter on Sunday 28 January 2024. The field hospital flag was 

lowered and the new MMR flag was raised. The parade took place at Wyvern barracks, the home of the 

24th Field Ambulance of Croix de Guerre fame, and very much the spiritual home of the regiment. It was 

attended by the RAMC Corps Colonel, previous unit Commanding Officers, the Lord Mayor of Exeter and 

numerous unit veterans.5 

 
1 The ‘Future Reserves 2020’ (FR2020) plan was outlined in Parliament by Defence Secretary Liam Fox on 18 July 2011. 
It was followed by the Army 2020 plan in July 2012, which announced a major restructuring of the British Army, and 
finally by a White Paper presented to Parliament by his successor, Philip Hammond, in July 2013: Reserves in the 
Future Force 2020: Valuable and Valued. The latter confirmed that the TA would be renamed the Army Reserve. 

2 Future Soldier (programme published 25 November 2021; British Army Website https://www.army.mod.uk/learn-
and-explore/army-of-the-future/readiness/future-soldier/ (accessed 8 February 2025). Future Soldier Guide 
https://www.army.mod.uk/media/15057/adr010310-futuresoldierguide_30nov.pdf) 

3 There are now two Regular and nine Reserve MMRs, in addition to four Regular Medical Regiments and three other 
Reserve units, in the Army Medical Services. 2 Medical Brigade has been redesignated as 2 Medical Group.  

4  The Implementation Order for renaming the unit was confirmed in November 2022. 

5 Information supplied by Captain George Harrill, Permanent Staff Administrative Officer 128 Support Squadron, and 
Unit Archivist. 

https://www.army.mod.uk/learn-and-explore/army-of-the-future/readiness/future-soldier/
https://www.army.mod.uk/learn-and-explore/army-of-the-future/readiness/future-soldier/
https://www.army.mod.uk/media/15057/adr010310-futuresoldierguide_30nov.pdf
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243 MMR is now structured as follows: Headquarters, at Keynsham, near Bristol; 128 Support Squadron, at 

Keynsham and Gloucester; 219 Hospital Squadron, at Wyvern Barracks, Exeter; 211 Hospital Squadron, at 

Plymouth and Truro; and 129 Medical Squadron, at Cosham, Portsmouth.6,7  

 

New unit shield, August 2024 onwards,  

243 (Wessex) Multi-Role Medical Regiment 

(courtesy of Captain George Harrill) 

 

 
6 243 (Wessex) Multi-Role Medical Regiment. https://www.army.mod.uk/learn-and-explore/about-the-army/corps-
regiments-and-units/royal-army-medical-service/243-wessex-multi-role-medical-regiment/ (8 February 2025) 

7  As 243 Field Hospital the unit had its Regimental Headquarters at Keynsham, with detachment locations:  
A at Keynsham & Gloucester, B at Exeter, C at Plymouth & Truro, and D at Portsmouth. 

 

https://www.army.mod.uk/learn-and-explore/about-the-army/corps-regiments-and-units/royal-army-medical-service/243-wessex-multi-role-medical-regiment/
https://www.army.mod.uk/learn-and-explore/about-the-army/corps-regiments-and-units/royal-army-medical-service/243-wessex-multi-role-medical-regiment/
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Unit history at a glance 

243 (Wessex) Multi-Role Medical Regiment  
(As restructured December 2023) 

211 and 219 Field Hospitals (Volunteers) amalgamated on 1 January 1996 to form 243 (The Wessex) Field Hospital (V) with its HQ in 
Keynsham (Bristol). The Freedom of Entry to the City of Exeter was conferred on 26 February 2002 and received by the unit on 6 July 2002. 

The unit deployed twice on operations to Afghanistan, on Op HERRICK 7B (2008) and 17A (2012) as part of the UK Joint Forces Medical 
Group. ’Volunteers’ dropped from title in 2013. Restructured as 243 (Wessex) Multi-Role Medical Regiment in December 2023, with 

locations as follows: Headquarters, at Keynsham; 128 Support Squadron, at Keynsham and Gloucester; 219 Hospital Squadron, at Wyvern 
Barracks, Exeter; 211 Hospital Squadron, at Plymouth and Truro; and 129 Medical Squadron, at Cosham, Portsmouth. 

211 (Wessex) Field Hospital (Volunteers) 
(1st April 1970) (Based in Plymouth) 

219 (Wessex) Field Hospital (Volunteers) 
(1 April 1985) (Based in Bristol) 

Casualty clearing stations were renamed field hospitals and the unit’s title 
became 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers).  

Expanded to 400 beds, 1 April 1985 

The unit’s mobilisation role was changed to support the 
British Army of the Rhine as a 400-bed hospital and its name 
changed to 219 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers). 

211 (Wessex) Casualty Clearing Station RAMC (Volunteers) 
(1st April 1967) 

219 (Wessex) General Hospital RAMC (Volunteers) 
(1st April 1967) 

Formed through the amalgamation of the three units below. 
 HQ based in Plymouth. 

Formed through the amalgamation of the three units below. 
In 1969 the HQ moved from Bath to the Keynsham TA Centre 
(in Ashmead Road), near Bristol. Four years later the Bristol 

Detachment moved to join the HQ in Keynsham. The unit was 
granted the Freedom of Keynsham in 1982. 

128 (Wessex) Field 
Ambulance RAMC (TA) 

Based at Exeter. 

11 (Southern) 
Casualty Clearing 

Station RAMC (TA) 
Based at Plymouth. 

23 (Cornwall) Field 
Dressing Station 

RAMC (TA)  
Based at Truro. 

19 (Southern) (City 
of Bath) General 
Hospital RAMC 

(TA) 

129 (Bristol) 
Field Ambulance 

RAMC (TA) 

130 (Portsmouth) 
Field Ambulance 

RAMC (TA) 

The oldest of the three 
units. Raised as 24th (1st 

Wessex) Field Ambulance 
from the 1st Wessex 

Bearer Company (est. 
1902) on the formation of 

the Territorial Force in 
1908. Saw service during 
the First World War (as 

24 Field Ambulance) with 
8 Division in France and 

Belgium and was 
awarded the Croix de 

Guerre. Reformed as 128 
(Wessex) Field 

Ambulance RAMC (TA) in 
1923.  In the Second 

World War formed part 
of the Guards Armoured 
Division which landed in 
Europe on D Day; later 
involved in the drive to 

relieve Arnhem, and 
subsequently the 

invasion of Germany. 
Re-established in Exeter 

in 1947. 

Raised in 1939 at 
Torquay and formed 

part of the British 
Expeditionary Force 

in North-West 
Europe, being one of 
the last medical units 
to be evacuated from 
Dunkirk. Later served 
in Lebanon and the 
invasion of Italy. Re-
established in 1947, 
moved to Plymouth 

in 1949. 
 

Its predecessor was 
the 4th (1st Southern) 

Casualty Clearing 
Station, RAMC (TA), 

one of four CCS 
formed in 1939. This 
was renamed 11 CCS 
almost immediately. 

 
 

Formed with the 
re-establishment of 
the Territorial Army 

in 1947. 
 

Initially named 23 
(Southern) FDS 
when formed in 

Penzance in 1947; 
renamed 23 

(Cornwall) FDS in 
1949 and moved to 

Truro by 1955 

Formed during the 
Second World War 
and served in the 

Middle East. 
Disbanded after 
the war and re-

established in Bath 
in 1947. 

Saw service with 
the 43rd Wessex 
Division during 
the invasion of 

Northern 
Europe in 
1944/45. 

Disbanded after 
the war and re-
established in 

Bristol in 1947. 

Saw service with 
the 43rd Wessex 

Division during the 
invasion of 

Northern Europe in 
1944/45. 

Disbanded after 
the war and re-
established in 
Portsmouth in 

1947. 

1st Wessex Field 
Ambulance 
(At Exeter) 

(WW1: as above) 

2nd Wessex Field 
Ambulance 

(At Plymouth) 
(WW1: served as  

25 Field Ambulance 
with 8 Division; 

disbanded 1919) 

23rd (Cornish) Field 
Ambulance 

(WW1: served with 
7 Division) 

 3rd (South 
Midland) Field 

Ambulance 
(At Bristol) 

(WW1: served 
with the 48th 

(Midland) 
Division) 

3rd Wessex Field 
Ambulance 

(At Portsmouth) 
(WW1: served as 

26 Field Ambulance 
with 8 Division; 

disbanded 1919) 

Adapted in 2025 from Table originally designed by Bob Laurence, Bristol Branch RAMC Association and 

provided to the author through Timothy Chambers in October 2020 
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Members of the unit and its immediate predecessors have served as individual reinforcements on all major 

conflict operations since the fall of the Iron Curtain in 1990, commencing with the first Gulf War (Op 

GRANBY), Former Yugoslavia and Iraq (Op TELIC). 243 Field Hospital as a whole deployed to form the core of 

the hospital squadron in Camp Bastion Hospital, Afghanistan on Op HERRICK 7B and 17A as part of the UK 

Joint Forces Medical Group. Since then personnel have served on Op GRITROCK in Sierra Leone during the 

2015 Ebola crisis, and the unit was involved with the military response to the coronavirus pandemic on Op 

RESCRIPT in the UK (2020 – 2022).  

The unit insignia 

The unit crest depicts the Wessex Wyvern, a mythical creature said to lurk in the West Country. It is 

clutching a flag with the unit designation and sits upon the ribbon of the Croix de Guerre decoration. 

The Wessex Wyvern, as a Divisional Sign, was re-introduced in mid-1993 and 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital 

RAMC (V) was the first unit to wear it on combat jackets. It was publicly worn first on 24 October 1993 at 

the 75th Anniversary commemorations of the award of the Croix de Guerre to the 24th Field Ambulance 

RAMC.8 243 Field Hospital became its lineal successor. 

This unit insignia (with a blue cross as background) was approved by the Army Dress Committee in 2019. 

This replaced an interim insignia (2015 – 2019) that had been introduced after a change to the unit emblem 

policy for Army Medical Services units.9-10  In 2015 the MOD had directed that the use of the Red Cross 

emblem by military medical units should be reserved for its primary protective purpose, necessitating its 

removal from unit insignia where it had been used as an indicative symbol.  This change directly affected 

243 Field Hospital. 

Previous unit insignia 

 (Discontinued March 2015)   

 
8 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (V) – Unit Historical Record 1 April 1993 – 31 March 1994, Annexes C & G. The 75th 
Anniversary commemoration took place at St Amand-Les-Eaux on 24 October 1993, during the Unit’s Annual Camp in 
Picardy, hosted by the French Military Authorities at their Camp National de Sissonne. 

9 Change to Unit Emblem Policy for Army Medical Services Units, directive from Col A C Boreham, AMS Corps Colonel, 
11 March 2015 
 
10 Change to Unit Emblems – Army Dress Committee Approval, directive from AMS Corps Colonel, 18 February 2016 
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(Interim insignia, May 2015 – 2019) 

 

Previous unit shield (discontinued March 2015) 

 

Previous unit shield, 243 (The Wessex) Field Hospital 

(courtesy of Captain George Harrill, Unit Archivist) 
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The Croix de Guerre 

 
The Croix de Guerre, established by the French Government on 8 April 1915, is a gallantry award that 

commemorates acts of valour and Mentions in Despatches of individuals and units. 

 

Although it is a comparatively common award within the French Armed Forces, it is rare for it to be 

bestowed upon British Army units. Only twelve such awards have ever been made, with just one to a 

medical unit, namely the 24th (1st Wessex) Field Ambulance, 243’s lineal predecessor: ‘in commemoration 

of extraordinary devotion to duty in evacuating sick and wounded civilians from St Amand-Les-Eaux during 

violent enemy bombardment from 22 – 25 October 1918’.  

The German unit facing the British 8th Division at the time of the bombardment of St Amand-les-Eaux was 

the 26th Würthemberg Reserve Division, forming part of the newly formed German 7th Army.11 

The Croix de Guerre was awarded to the unit ‘in recognition of the unit's work under the command of 

Lieutenant Colonel R Burgess, a Tiverton family doctor, in working day and night to look after 2,000 civilian 

wounded when the town of St Amand was heavily bombarded.’12 

 

 
11 Information obtained from a contemporary British intelligence map showing which German units (within the newly 
formed German 7th Army) were facing the British 8th Division. There is a description of the 1918 combat in a 
published unit history dating from 1935. (Information provided to the author on 21 January 2021 by Terry Hissey, 
Historical Branch (Army), from correspondence with André-Louis de la Bruyère, French historian) 

12 Extract from article in Exeter Express and Echo, dated 24 Sep 1991, '128 + 211 = historic reunion', about the first 
reunion dinner between veterans of Exeter's old 128 Field Ambulance and members of 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital 
(V), their successor unit. Copy held in Unit Historical Record: 1990-1991, viewed at Historical Branch (Army) 
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Only three units in today’s British Army’s Order of Battle (ORBAT) are still allowed to wear the Croix de 

Guerre ribbon distinction. They are:  5 (Gibraltar 1779-83) Battery, 19th Regiment, Royal Artillery (The 

Scottish Gunners); The Rifles (formed in 2007); and 243 MMR.13 Additionally, all units of The Rifles (formed 

in 2007), plus adults in the CCF and ACF badged detachments, wear same in ceremonial orders of dress. 

     

243 (The Wessex) Field Hospital has incorporated the Ribbon in its insignia since its formation on 1 January 

1996, following approval by the Army Dress Committee for the wearing of the Ribbon on No.2 Service Dress 

(and Combat 95 uniform) on the left arm only as above (unlike The Rifles who wear it on both arms).14 

Combat 95 uniform was superseded in 2012 by Multi-Terrain Pattern (MTP) uniform. The Ribbon was not 

authorised for use on MTP, and was therefore only worn on Service Dress or ceremonial uniform. 

On formation of the Royal Army Medical Service (RAMS) on 15 November 2024, the Army Dress Committee 

authorised all units of the RAMS to wear the Croix de Guerre Ribbon on the left arm of Service Dress or 

ceremonial uniform. 

 
13 Information provided by Historical Branch (Army), 29 July 2015 

14 Army Dress Committee meeting held  on 14 December 1995, Decision 3767 (The National Archives: WO 32/22009 
Historical Branch (Army), 2016) 
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Army Orders (1950 and 1968) granting approval to unit personnel to wear the Croix de Guerre 

It is the comparative rarity of this collective award to British Army units that brings pride to all who receive 

it, and to those who carry on the traditions of that unit.  
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L’Evacuation - painting of action at St Amand-les-Eaux by Captain George Harrill, 2018  

(reproduced with permission)15 

 
15 Bristol Centenary Art George Harrill Bristol https://www.facebook.com/georgeharrillart/  

https://www.facebook.com/georgeharrillart/
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Citation for Croix de Guerre (Held at 243 Field Hospital, Officers’ Mess, Keynsham)  

(photograph courtesy of Captain George Harrill) 
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The Citation (transcribed by Captain George Harrill) reads as follows: 

CITATION – The British 24th Field Ambulance 

‘From the 22nd to the 25th October 1918, in a town fiercely bombarded by the enemy, the entire staff of the 

above medical unit, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel R Burgess, with incomparable devotion, went 

out, day and night, to the rescue of wounded civilians in various parts of the town, dressed their wounds and 

ministered to their wants before sending them behind the lines. Under dangerous conditions, operated on 

urgent cases and achieved the evacuation of 2,000 wounded, sick or disabled, after having administered  

first aid.’  

The citation was contained in General Order No. 11.724 “D” of 19th November 1918 under the hand of 

Marshal Petain, Commander-in-Chief of the French Army. The Croix de Guerre was pinned to the unit flag at 

a ceremony in Engheim, Belgium on 29 January 1919 by General Jean Desgoutte, commanding the Fifth 

French Army, accompanied by General Sir Richard Butler commanding III Corps. The Award later led to a 

visit to the unit by King George V.16 

 

The Croix de Guerre pinned to the original unit flag, then in possession of 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital,  

on display at a formal event in 1969  (photograph held in unit archives) 

Of note, this photograph shows WW1 veteran Mr Reginald Woodgate, one of the original 24th Field 

Ambulance members (far right). He is wearing the Military Medal gallantry award, 1914 (‘Mons’) Star with 

clasp, War Medal and Victory Medal.17 

 
16 Macmillan A. The RAMC and the Croix de Guerre. In: RAMC Reunited Newsletter September 2018.pp.2-6 
http://ramcreunited.co.uk/files/RAMC-REUNITED-NEWSLETTER-46---September-2018_j5oa3xk8.pdf (accessed 21 
January 2021) 

17 Medals identified by Captain George Harrill 

http://ramcreunited.co.uk/files/RAMC-REUNITED-NEWSLETTER-46---September-2018_j5oa3xk8.pdf
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Details of Croix de Guerre presentation to 24th Field Ambulance on 29 January 1919  
(source: The Eighth Division in War 1914–1918, John Boraston & Cyril Bax,  The Medici Society Ltd 1926) 
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Laying-up of the Banner of 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (V), 1995 

A copy of the Laying-up Service is preserved in the last annual Unit Historical Record for 211 (Wessex) Field 

Hospital (V), for 1994-1995.18 The text boxes below are taken from this Service. 

The Award of the Croix de Guerre to 24 (1st Wessex) Field Ambulance RAMC 

It was the tradition for the French general awarding the Croix de Guerre to pin the medal to the 

colours of the receiving unit, but since medical units do not have colours something suitable had to 

be contrived. Private Lionel E Parminter, a tailor from Exmouth, sewed two sheets back-to-back 

and sewed a red cotton cross onto the resulting Banner. A local Belgian girl from the village of 

Engheim embroidered the 8th Division emblem onto it. 

The Banner was presented in 1922 to the Mayor of Exeter and hung in the Guildhall for many 

years. With the imminent amalgamation of 211 and 219 Field Hospitals [on 1 January 1996], and in 

view of the fact that the new RHQ would be located in Bristol [sic], it was decided that the Banner 

should remain in Devon, the most suitable place being Exeter Cathedral.  

Lt Col Burgess formally presented the Croix de Guerre to the Mayor of Exeter on 2 May 1922, at the same 

time as the Banner. The decoration has been loaned back to the unit from the Town Hall whenever required 

for formal occasions, in the meanwhile remaining in safe keeping at Exeter Guildhall.19  

The Banner was laid up in Exeter Cathedral on Remembrance Sunday, 12 November 1995, after being 

presented to the Canon in Residence by the Commanding Officer, Colonel John Riddington Young, in a 

formal ceremony.  

The Laying-up of the Banner of 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (V),  

Exeter Cathedral, Remembrance Sunday 12 November 1995 

‘This Banner formerly held by 211 Field Hospital, Royal Army Medical Corps, I now deliver into your 

hands for safe custody within these walls.’ (Commanding Officer, 211 Field Hosp, to Canon in 

Residence) 

‘I receive this Banner for safe custody within this Cathedral’ (Canon in Residence, in reply) 

 

The current whereabouts of the Banner are unknown, and it is said to have been buried within the grounds 

of Bristol Cathedral.20 A replica was produced in 2015 and is held by 243 Field Hospital (see photograph 

below). 

 
18 ‘Format for the Laying-up of the Banner of 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (V), Remembrance Sunday 12 
November 1995.’ (1994-95 Unit Historical Record, Annex H1 dated 15 January 1995) (copy provided by Historical 
Branch (Army), 23 July 2015) 

19 Confirmed by WO1 (RSM) J Lang, personal communication, 2015, and by Captain George Harrill, January 2021 



20250208 – A history of 243 MMR, by Colonel (retd) David Vassallo FRCSEd MA L/RAMC 

15 
Published by Friends of Millbank                    Supporting the Museum of Military Medicine 

 

 

Croix de Guerre pinned to original unit banner; divisional sign at bottom right (unit archives) 

 

Replica of original banner, produced 2015 

 
20 Information from WO1 (RSM) J Lang, personal communication, 21 July 2015 
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Croix de Guerre display at RHQ. The flag is a small-scale replica of that onto which the Croix de Guerre was 

pinned when the award was made to the unit in 1919, and the decoration is also a copy.  

(Photograph by Captain George Harrill, supplied through Terry Hissey) 
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A First World War History  

A detailed history of 24 (1st Wessex) Field Ambulance RAMC during the First World War has been published 

by Captain George Harrill, Permanent Staff Administrative Officer (PSAO) of 243 MMR, and Unit Archivist.21 

It mentions other West Country Territorial Force predecessors of the unit such as the 2nd/1st Wessex Field 

Ambulance, the 25th and 26th Wessex Field Ambulances (which all served alongside the 24th Field Ambulance 

with the 8th Division); 3rd South Midland Field Ambulance from Bristol (served with the 48th (Midland) 

Division); and 23rd (Cornish) Field Ambulance (which served with the 7th Division). It also gives details of four 

Wessex Hospital Units: 2nd Southern General Hospital from Bristol, 4th Southern General Hospital from 

Plymouth, 5th Southern General Hospital from Portsmouth, and the Bath War Hospital. 

 

 
21 George Harrill. 243 Field Hospital A First World War History - Tracing the story of the 24th Field Ambulance and 
other Wessex medical units in the First World War (published privately, 2024) 
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The RAMC 24th (WESSEX) Field Ambulance 1914 War Memorial at Exeter Cathedral  

 

(Photograph by Richard Brine) 

‘On a dark wall at the back of Exeter Cathedral hangs an even darker memorial dedicated to the memory of 

west-country men who served in the Royal Army Medical Corps. These were the volunteers who went into 

battle armed only with a medical kit or a stretcher, men who carried injured comrades for miles across open 

battle grounds, sometimes on their backs, ducking shrapnel and shot and always, always risking their 

own  lives; forbidden by the Geneva convention to use weapons except in self-defence. 

In spite of some attributions to other Battalions or Regiments, all men named on this Memorial were 

actually serving with the 24th (1st Wessex) Field Ambulance at the time of their death.’ 22 

Details of each individual on this Memorial are listed on the website of Devon Heritage. The individual 

circumstances and battles under which many of these RAMC personnel lost their lives are recounted in 

Captain Harrill’s recently published history, referred to above. 

 
22 Devon Heritage 
http://devonheritage.org/Places/DevonCounty/TheRAMC24thWessexFieldAmbulanceMemorial.htm (accessed 27 
January 2021) 

http://devonheritage.org/Places/DevonCounty/TheRAMC24thWessexFieldAmbulanceMemorial.htm
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A Second World War History  

A detailed history of the predecessors of 243 (Wessex) Field Hospital during the Second World War was 

published by Captain George Harrill simultaneously with his publication of a First World War History.23  

Its chapters separately describe the activities of the following units, at different times of the war, as well as 

Honours and Awards, the Fallen, and the aftermath of war: 

 

144 (South Midland) Field Ambulance, in France, 1939-1940 

11 (South) Casualty Clearing Station, in France, 1939-1940 

13 Casualty Clearing Station, in France, 1939-1940 

Home Service Duties, 1940-1943 

11 Casualty Clearing Station, in Syria and Italy, 1940-1944 

19 Casualty Clearing Station, in Tunisia and Italy, 1942-1946 

128 (Wessex) Field Ambulance, 1939-1944, and then 1944-1945 

129 (Wessex) Field Ambulance, 1939-1944, and then 1944-1945 

130 (Wessex) Field Ambulance, 1939-1944,  and then 1944-1945 

23 Casualty Clearing Station, in Northern Europe, 1944-1945. 

 
 

 
23 George Harrill. 243 (Wessex) Field Hospital A Second World War History - Tracing the story of the Wessex Medical 
Units in the Second World War (published privately, 2024) 
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1996 - Formation of 243 (The Wessex) Field Hospital (V) 
 

On 1 January 1996, 211 and 219 Field Hospitals RAMC (V) were amalgamated to form 243 (The Wessex) 

Field Hospital (V), under command of 43 (Wessex) Brigade. On 1 July 1999, the Oxford Detachment was 

transferred to 202 (Midlands) Field Hospital (V) and re-designated as its D Squadron. In April 2001, the unit 

came under command of Headquarters Medical Group based in York (which changed its name on 1 August 

2002 to HQ 2nd Medical Brigade).  

2002 - Freedom of the City of Exeter 
 

On 6 July 2002 the unit formally received the Freedom of Entry to the City of Exeter. 24 This Freedom was 

exercised during a Homecoming Parade in April 2013 on return from its second deployment to Afghanistan. 

 

Scroll Photograph by Captain Ali Simmons 

 
24 The actual resolution to confer this honour was passed in an Extraordinary Meeting of Exeter City Council on  
26 February 2002 (Council minutes). The formal scroll marks the date of presentation to the unit, 6 July 2002. 
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2018 – Centenary commemorations at St Amand-les-Eaux 

 

Detail on commemorative board in RHQ celebrating 2018 Centenary visit to St Amand-les-Eaux 

243 Field Hospital deployed to St Amand-les-Eaux for the weekend of 19-21 October 2018 at the invitation 

of the town’s Mayor and the Headmaster of the Institute of Notre Dame des Anges (the school on rue de 

Braille where 24 (1st Wessex) Field Ambulance had set up their aid post), to celebrate the centenary of this 

unit being awarded the Croix de Guerre. The school now has a commemorative wall plaque inside the main 

foyer (pictured below).25 The unit carried out a re-enactment of a WW1 aid post on the actual site, made all 

the more realistic by the use of WW1 canvas bell tents and the inclusion of a WW1 Model T Ford 

ambulance driven over from England. The local townspeople were invited to the school to enjoy the 

occasion. A new memorial was also dedicated in the Town’s Memorial Garden. 

  

Centenary visit to St Amand-les-Eaux, October 2018 

 
25 Funded by donations from the public https://www.justgiving.com/crowdfunding/24thfa19182018croixdeguerre  

https://www.justgiving.com/crowdfunding/24thfa19182018croixdeguerre
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 Left to right: General Maxime Crevillier (senior military representative of Saint Amand-les-Eaux), Monsieur Alain 

Bocquet (Mayor) and Colonel Alistair Taylor L/RAMC (Commanding Officer 243 Field Hospital) 
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New memorial at the town’s Memorial Garden 

(photograph kindly provided by Colonel Peter Baines L\RIFLES) 
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Commemorative film 

In August 2020, following the centenary visit to St Amand-les-Eaux, Captain George Harrill produced a 

commemorative film about 24 (1st Wessex) Field Ambulance RAMC during the First World War. The film 

(narrated by ‘Sergeant Harrill’ in First World War uniform in front of a Regimental Aid Post) is available on 

YouTube as a whole and as a set of eight videos.26 It sets the scene with a look at the RAMC, the Queen 

Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service, uniforms and equipment, and the outbreak of war. It then 

describes the unit’s mobilisation, its deployment into France, its participation in the Battle of the Somme 

(1916), and in the Third Battle of Ypres (1917), followed by the unit’s role in the battles of 1918 and at St 

Amand-le-Eaux, and caring for Spanish ‘Flu victims before returning to UK in mid-1919. It ends with the 

centenary visit and recognition of the ongoing commitment of reservists to their country and others. 

 

Title and Screenshots from commemorative film 

 

Oil painting of L’Evacuation, and its artist Captain George Harrill (in the role of narrator) 

 
26 https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLqId6mrz0zLk1lzI0EUJKnOPxGx0dVMaa (accessed 21 January 2021) 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLqId6mrz0zLk1lzI0EUJKnOPxGx0dVMaa
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243 Field Hospital’s Deployments 

 

Op HERRICK 7B (January – April 2008) 

The unit deployed to Helmand Province, Afghanistan for the latter half of Op HERRICK 7 to form the core of 

the Hospital Squadron at Camp Bastion Hospital, supplemented by individuals from other units. The chief 

capability development during 243’s tenure was the move of Camp Bastion Hospital from its original tented 

(Tier 1) facility into purpose-built Tier 2 accommodation at the beginning of February 2008. 243 Field 

Hospital had been in Theatre for just over two weeks when the move was achieved.27-28 

 
 

9 February 2008: The new Camp Bastion Hospital, first occupied by 243 Field Hospital 
(Copyright Defence Image Library) 

 

Op HERRICK 7 saw a massive surge in the Taliban’s use of Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs).29 All the 

British deaths on this tour were due to IEDs or accidents, and 243 Field Hospital’s workload revolved around 

the resuscitation of IED victims. It was at this new Tier 2 hospital, during 243’s tenure on HERRICK 7B, that 

the life-saving process of ‘Right Turn Resuscitation’ was introduced at Bastion.30 This was the process by 

which critically injured casualties were received by the trauma team within the operating theatre rather 

than in the emergency department. The term has become synonymous with the aggressive and successful 

damage control resuscitation policy adopted at Bastion and has been adopted worldwide. 

 
27 Report on the transition of the Role 2 Enhanced Medical Treatment Facility, Camp Bastion from Tier 1 to Tier 2 
Accommodation. Annex F, within: Op HERRICK 7 Post-Operational Report (5 General Support Medical Regiment -  
POR Lessons Report UK Joint Force Medical Group Op HERRICK 7, dated April 2008) 

28 Vassallo D. A short history of Camp Bastion Hospital: the two hospitals and unit deployments J R Army Med Corps 
2015; 161: 79–83.  (https://militaryhealth.bmj.com/content/161/1/79 ) 
 
29 Vassallo D. A brief history of Operations Telic and Herrick. In Military Medicine in Iraq and Afghanistan – a 
comprehensive review (Ed: Ian Greaves; CRC Press, 2019), p.27. Available online at 
https://www.friendsofmillbank.org/op-telic-and-op-herrick/ 

30 Tai NRM, Russell R. Right Turn Resuscitation: Frequently Asked Questions. J R Army Med Corps 2011; 157(3 Suppl 1): 
pp. S310-S314. 

https://militaryhealth.bmj.com/content/161/1/79
https://www.friendsofmillbank.org/op-telic-and-op-herrick/
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Arrival of patients at the new Camp Bastion Hospital, Op HERRICK 7B 
(Oil painting by David Rowlands, commissioned for Officers Mess 243 Field Hospital, Keynsham) 

 

  
 

The new Role 3 Camp Bastion Hospital, with single CT scanner, before expansion (Hospex Tabletop Training 
Aid, March 2009, developed by the author). The entrance to the Emergency Department (ED, marked in 

yellow and red) is bottom left, shielded by a canopy (see photo and painting above). Patients requiring Right 
Turn Resuscitation would enter ED and turn right directly into the Operating Theatre (see red arrow).31 

 
31 Tai N, Russell R. Right Turn Resuscitation: Frequently Asked Questions. BMJ Military Health 2011;157:S310-S314. 
See also: Right Turn Resuscitation. In: Clinical Guidelines for Operation. https://cgo.mod.uk/clinical-guidelines-for-
operations/principles-of-casualty-management/preparation-for-casualty (accessed 8 February 2025) 

https://cgo.mod.uk/clinical-guidelines-for-operations/principles-of-casualty-management/preparation-for-casualty
https://cgo.mod.uk/clinical-guidelines-for-operations/principles-of-casualty-management/preparation-for-casualty
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Op HERRICK 17A (October 2012 – January 2013) 
 

Following an 18-month period of intensive pre-deployment training 243 Field Hospital returned to Helmand 

Province and Camp Bastion Hospital for a second time on Op HERRICK 17A. Its command team led the Role 

3 component of the UK Joint Force Medical Group. The Unit was able to mobilize 49 individuals, the 

remainder of the staff being provided by Individual Reinforcements from all three services, both regular and 

reserve. Additionally the Role 3 deployed with 80 members of the 14th US Combat Support Hospital  

(14 CSH). The UK deaths during these months were caused by “green-on-blue” attacks by renegade Afghan 

Army soldiers, an increasingly worrying development in the later stages of the HERRICK campaign, while 

most of the other British casualties were from small arms fire or improvised explosive devices.32  

The major challenge now taxing medical planners was the absence of an indigenous Afghan National Army 

hospital in Helmand Province. Most major trauma casualties from the Afghan Forces, both battle-related 

and from motor vehicle incidents, had to be admitted to Bastion and accounted for the majority of 

inpatients on this tour. This had led to the development of a trauma treatment training centre at the 

adjacent Afghan Army Troop Medical Centre at Camp Shorabak, where staff from 243 and 14 CSH continued 

the mentoring of local medical staff instituted by their predecessors on Op HERRICK 16.33  

 

Layout of the Role 3 (UK) Camp Bastion Hospital following expansion, with two CT scanners (bottom left); 
Critically ill patients (Category A or T1) would now enter directly into the ED Resuscitation Room (red arrow) 

and if necessary, proceed to the Operating Theatre. The term ‘Right Turn Resuscitation’ remained in use.  
(Hospex Tabletop, playboard for Op HERRICK 17, developed by the author with Army Graphics, Andover). 

 
32 Post Operational Report. Role 3 Hospital, UK Joint Force Medical Group, Op Herrick 17A (February 2013) 

33 Vassallo D. Organisation of the medical services in Iraq and Afghanistan. In: Military Medicine in Iraq and 
Afghanistan – a comprehensive review (Op cit), p.75. Available online at https://www.friendsofmillbank.org/op-telic-
and-op-herrick/ 

 

https://www.friendsofmillbank.org/op-telic-and-op-herrick/
https://www.friendsofmillbank.org/op-telic-and-op-herrick/
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The unit’s predecessors 
 

The unit’s main forebears are the 24th (1st Wessex) Field Ambulance, formed in 1908; 211 (Wessex) Field 

Hospital RAMC (Volunteers), formed in 1970, which carries the lineage from 24th Field Ambulance);  

219 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers), formed in 1985; and 243 (The Wessex) Field Hospital (V), 

formed in 1996. The most senior of eleven forebears is the 1st Wessex Bearer Company, formed in 1902. 

24th (1st Wessex) Field Ambulance  

 
This unit was originally the 1st Wessex Bearer Company, formed in Exeter in 1902 by Lt Col Ransom Pickard 

(later awarded CB CMG TD). Bearer Companies were formed during the Edwardian ‘Volunteer Period’ 

before the First World War in Brigade camps and were the amalgamation of Regimental Stretcher squads. 

The 1st Wessex Bearer Company was a volunteer unit with two elements to it – a small detachment at 

Teignmouth under Captain Mariette, and the HQ at Exeter under the command of Lt Col Pickard. The Bearer 

Company was renamed as the 24th (1st Wessex) Field Ambulance with the formation of the Territorial Force 

on 1 April 1908. 34 The unit was mobilised and attached to the 8th Division, landing in France in November 

1914, where it was renamed as 24th Field Ambulance for the duration of the war. After returning from 

France in mid-1919 it was temporarily disbanded. On 1 October 1921 the Territorial Force was renamed the 

Territorial Army so the unit was reformed in 1923 and renamed 128 (Wessex) Field Ambulance RAMC (TA). 

The unit in its different guises forms part of the lineage of 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers). 

    

(On left): Cigarette card from 1939 (provided by Terry Hissey); (far right):1914 service tunic with its 
medic qualification badge and the unique Wessex brass shoulder badge (George Harrill collection) 

 
34 Information obtained from comprehensive 19-page booklet by Col John Riddington Young, Commanding Officer: 
‘211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers) and the Croix de Guerre’ (Publication date uncertain; copy held in 
Museum of Military Medicine, Brigadier Jones Archive) 
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211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers), (1970 – 1996) 
 
This unit was formed at Plymouth as 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers) by the re-designation 

of 211 (Wessex) Casualty Clearing Station RAMC (Volunteers) on 1 March 1970. On this date all casualty 

clearing stations were renamed as field hospitals, and all field dressing stations converted to field 

ambulances. 35  211 (Wx) CCS had been formed at Plymouth just three years previously, on the 

amalgamation of three units,36 when the Territorial Army and Volunteer Reserve came into being in 1967. 

211 (Wessex) Casualty Clearing Station RAMC (V) 

• 128 (Wessex) Field Ambulance RAMC (TA) based at Exeter. The oldest of the three units, it was formed 

in 1923 from the 24th (1st Wessex) Field Ambulance (TF). In the First World War it was attached to the 

8th Division and renamed as 24th Field Ambulance. It landed in France in November 1914, saw service on 

the Western Front and was awarded the Croix de Guerre (see above). In the Second World War 128 

Field Ambulance was attached to the Guards Armoured Division which landed in Europe on D-Day. It 

was involved in the drive to relieve Arnhem, and subsequently the invasion of Germany.37 The unit was 

reformed at Exeter in the re-established Territorial Army in 1947. 

• 11 (Southern) Casualty Clearing Station RAMC (TA) based at Plymouth. Its predecessors were the  

2nd Wessex Field Ambulance (TF) formed in 1908, disbanded 1919; and the 4th (1st Southern) Casualty 

Clearing Station (TF) formed in Truro in early 1939. The latter was renamed later that year as  

11 Casualty Clearing Station.38 It went to war with the British Expeditionary Force in Northern Europe, 

and was one of the last medical units to be evacuated from Dunkirk. Later it served in the Lebanon and 

participated in the invasion of Italy.  It was reformed in 1947 in the TA and moved to Plymouth in 1949. 

The present-day detachment there of 243 MMR is both a lineal and a geographical successor. 

• 23 (Cornwall) Field Dressing Station RAMC (TA), formed at Penzance as 23 (Southern) Field Dressing 

Station with a detachment at Truro with the re-establishment of the TA in 1947. It changed its name to 

23 (Cornwall) FDS in 1949, and the HQ moved to Truro by 1955.39 Its name commemorates a WW1 unit.  

 

 

 
35 General Staff Order: Authority for Redesignation, MOD(AMD 1) Encl 5 to 20/Med/1097(ASD 2) dated 23 February 
1970. This authorised that all Casualty Clearing Stations be re-designated as Field Hospitals 

36 General Staff Order (GSO) - Authority: B to A/20/Misc/5164(ASD5c) dated 9 March 1967: ‘211 (Wessex) Field 
Hospital RAMC (Volunteers): Forming as a new unit at Plymouth wef 1 April 1967’ (Museum of Military Medicine, 
Army Staff Duties (ASD) Cards, TA/AER/V: ASD - RAMC (1), Box 619) 

37 The 128 (Wessex) Field Ambulance: an account of the actions of the Field Ambulance under command of the Guards 
Armoured Division in the British Liberation Army from June 1944 to May 1945, by Lieutenant Colonel J.M. Scott. RAMC 
Archives (RAMC/789), Wellcome Library https://wellcomelibrary.org/item/b19269985#?c=0&m=0&s=0&cv=0 
(accessed 8 February 2025) 

38 All TA Casualty Clearing Stations disappeared in 1927 as a savings measure. Four were reformed in 1939 just before 
war broke out. The fourth of these was the 4th (1st Southern) CCS. Later that same year it was renumbered 11 
Southern CCS and went to war. (Brigadier (retd) Alistair Macmillan, personal communication 24 January 2021) 

39 Brigadier Macmillan, personal communication 24 January 2021 

https://wellcomelibrary.org/item/b19269985#?c=0&m=0&s=0&cv=0
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Further history - 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers) 

In 1985, 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers) was re-roled from a 200-bed role to a 400-bed role 

in support of the British Army of the Rhine.40 In October 1993, the unit’s annual camp was held in Picardy, 

France and a ceremonial parade, led by the AMS (V) Band, was held at St Amand-Les-Eaux to commemorate 

the 75th Anniversary of the bestowal of the Croix de Guerre. This included the ceremony of ‘Trooping the 

Croix de Guerre’.41 

This unit ceased to exist on 1 January 1996, when it amalgamated with 219 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC 

(V) to form 243 (The Wessex) Field Hospital (V). 

Past and present members of 211, 219 and 243 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (V) now have a private 

Facebook page to commemorate their history.42  

 

211 (Wx) CCS hospital exercise in the 1970s. Note Series 2 Land Rover Battlefield Ambulance, marquee 

tentage, woollen pullovers and DMS booting with gaiters (unit archives) 

 

211 (Wx) Fd Hosp Exercise Pegasus team in the early 1990s (unit archives) 

 
40 GSO: D/SG(Ops) 468/2/24/3 (ASD 3a) dated 13 Mar 1985: 'Authority is given for the re-organisation of 211 Field 
Hospital RAMC (V) and 212 Field Hospital RAMC (V) from a 200 bed to a 400 bed role.' Effective date 1 April 1985  

41 Annex C to 1993-94 Unit Historical Record, 2 April 1994 

42 211/219/243 Wessex Field Hospital https://www.facebook.com/groups/442372725801405/ (last accessed  
8 February 2025) 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/442372725801405/
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Unit history of 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers) by Colonel Riddington Young 

 

Front cover of unit history43 

(See selected extracts below, including Commanding Officers 1914 – 1916)) 

 
43 Provided to the author by Terry Hissey, Historical Branch (Army) 
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Unit shield, 211 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers) 
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219 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (Volunteers) 

 

Officers of 219 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (V), December 1995 

Painting held at RHQ, Keynsham. Original by Richard [Rick] Coleman 

https://www.cartoonists.co.uk/rickcoleman/index.html 

219 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (V) was formed in 1985 by the redesignation of 219 (Wessex) General 

Hospital RAMC (V), a 200-bed hospital which had been formed in 1967 through the amalgamation of three 

independent TA medical units in Bath, Bristol and Portsmouth during the major reorganisation of the TA:  

• 19 (Southern) (City of Bath) General Hospital RAMC (TA), formed during the Second World War and 

served in the Middle East. 

• 129 (Bristol) Field Ambulance RAMC (TA), formed in 1937 from the remaining detachment of its First 

World War predecessor, the 3rd (South Midland) Field Ambulance. 

• 130 (Portsmouth) Field Ambulance RAMC (TA), whose First World War predecessor had been the 3rd 

Wessex Field Ambulance (TF), formed in 1908. The current Portsmouth detachment of 243 Field 

Hospital is both a lineal and geographical successor. 

https://www.cartoonists.co.uk/rickcoleman/index.html
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129 and 130 Field Ambulances both saw service with the 43rd Wessex Division during the invasion of 

Northern Europe in 1944. 129 Field Ambulance landed in Normandy on 24 June 1944 and thereafter 

accompanied the Division (and 130 Field Ambulance) through France, Belgium and Holland and into 

Germany. Both units participated in Op VERITABLE (part of an Allied pincer-movement aiming to clear the 

area between the Roer and Rhine rivers of German forces) in early 1945, crossing the Rhine on the same 

date, 26 March 1945.44  

All three units were disbanded immediately after the war, but when the TA was reformed in 1947 the three 

medical units were re-established in the same locations.  

In 1969 the headquarters of 219 (Wessex) General Hospital moved from Bath to the TA Centre in Ashmead 

Road, Keynsham, near Bristol. In 1973 the Bristol detachment also relocated to Keynsham.45  

The unit was granted the Freedom of the Town of Keynsham on 4 March 1982 (see next page). This was 

exercised in 1983 and 1993, but sadly the honour lapsed with local government re-organisation in 1997. 

The unit’s former Permanent Staff Officer, Major Roger Nutbeem, was killed on 8 June 1982 in the Falklands 

War in the bombing of RFA Sir Galahad, while attached to 16 Field Ambulance. The attack killed three 

members of that unit, Major Roger Nutbeem, Lance Corporal Ian Farrell and Private Kevin Preston, as well 

as 32 soldiers from the 1st Battalion Welsh Guards, eight soldiers from support arms, and five crew members 

of the RFA.   

 

Commemorative plaque in Falkland Islands Memorial Chapel Memorial Garden,  
Pangbourne College, Berkshire (courtesy of Angela Perry MBE) 

 
44 War Diaries 129 Field Ambulance, 1944 – 1945,  uploaded to the internet in 2010-2011 by Jonathan Ball, in ‘129 
Field Ambulance, 43rd Div - Normandy, Market Garden & crossing the Rhine’ 
http://ww2talk.com/index.php?threads/129-field-ambulance-43rd-div-normandy-market-garden-crossing-the-
rhine.23705/page-2 (accessed 8 February 2025) 

45 In 1992 the buildings at Keynsham were enhanced at very considerable cost in anticipation of long-term occupancy. 

http://ww2talk.com/index.php?threads/129-field-ambulance-43rd-div-normandy-market-garden-crossing-the-rhine.23705/page-2
http://ww2talk.com/index.php?threads/129-field-ambulance-43rd-div-normandy-market-garden-crossing-the-rhine.23705/page-2
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Major Nutbeem is also commemorated with a plaque outside the entrance to the RHQ in Keynsham (see 

below). A ward at the King Edward VII Memorial Hospital in Stanley, the capital of the Falkland Islands, was 

also renamed in his honour, as was the HQ of 202 (Midlands) General Hospital. 

 

Plaque commemorating Major Roger Nutbeem, at entrance to RHQ, 243 MMR 

In 1985 the unit’s role was changed to a British Army of the Rhine 400 bed hospital and it was re-designated 

as 219 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (V).  

219 (Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (V) ceased to exist on 1 January 1996, when it amalgamated with 211 

(Wessex) Field Hospital RAMC (V) to form 243 (The Wessex) Field Hospital (V). 
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Award of the Freedom of the Town of Keynsham to 219 (Wessex) General Hospital RAMC (V), 4 March 1982 

‘With colours flying, bands playing, drums beating and bayonets fixed’  

(N.B. Other Ranks in the RAMC carry bayonets but never fix them on parade) 
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Unit shield, 219 Wessex General Hospital RAMC (V), 1967-85 

(Note that the background colours are those of the RAMC, symmetrically placed) 

 

Unit shield, 219 Wessex Field Hospital RAMC (V), 1985-96 

Provided by Terry Hissey
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Unit Memorabilia of 243 Field Hospital 

 

Hand-built model of SS Uganda, proudly displayed in RHQ Officers Mess, 243 Field Hospital 

This model was created by Bernard Seymour RAF (retired). It was donated to 243 Field Hospital on his death 

in May 2014 by his widow Mrs Frances Seymour ‘in grateful recognition of the services rendered to this 

country in wartime by medical personnel of the Reserve services’. Medical personnel on board SS Uganda 

during the Falklands Conflict (Op CORPORATE) included Royal Naval medical personnel, medics from 16 

Field Ambulance RAMC on the return journey, and individual reinforcements (not TA personnel) from both 

Regular and TA medical units, including Major Nutbeem previously from 219 (Wessex) General Hospital, 

then 2iC of 16 Field Ambulance. 

 

QARANC ornamental side drum, RHQ Officers’ Mess 243 Field Hospital 
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Commanding Officers and Regimental Sergeant Majors of 243 Field Hospital 

 

 

Command Appointment Boards (photographs kindly provided by Captain George Harrill) 
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Commanding Officers of 219 (Wessex) General Hospital / Field Hospital RAMC (V) 

 

 

Command Appointment Board (photograph kindly provided by Captain George Harrill) 
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