QUEENS’ GUARD – PUBLIC DUTY









          

By -  LCpl Chij Gurung

Thinking back over the last 3 months or so and what 248 Gurkha Signal Squadron has achieved, I can not help but feel an immense sense of pride.  Personally, for me to be able to tell my family back in Nepal that I, with my comrades, guarded Her Majesty the Queen, whilst in Buckingham Palace is something I had never even dreamed, let alone actually do.

Public Duties?  In July, I did not have the faintest idea to what it even was!  Yet in less than a month, the entire squadron was prepared to ‘take stage’ and perform the ‘Changing of the Guard’ ceremony on the forecourt of Buckingham Palace, to the delight of a few thousand tourists and spectators.

So from July, our education was to begin.  A couple of days out to London to recce Buckingham Palace, St James’ Palace, the Tower Of London and Windsor Castle, soon shed some light on the huge task that was now only weeks away.  Day in, day out, left turning, right turning, about turning, tears, sweat, lows, highs; even though at times I thought I did not have the strength to continue, I am confident to now say without a doubt, it was all definitely worth it; although I am quite surprised my knees are still functioning!  We did take our casualties but it was clear now that we all had our eyes on the prize… and that was marching in through the North Gate of Buckingham Palace.  Having never performed ‘heavy drill’, I would like to take this opportunity to thank the Welsh Guards for providing four of the most patient soldiers serving in their Battalion; they did not lose head even though all around them were.  They proved themselves to be true diamonds and left with the utmost gratitude and thanks of the entire Squadron.     

For over a month the Squadron practiced every aspect of the ‘Changing of the Guard’ ceremony using make-do parade squares marked up with chalk indicating the various gates or sentry boxes.  We were also given the honour of guarding Windsor Castle, although at the time we all could have done with not having to learn another parade format!  
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Changing of Guard at the Buckingham Palace

12 August saw the Squadron pack up and leave Stafford to make our way down to the big smoke, AKA London town.  London District’s choice of accommodation was Cavalry Barracks in Hounslow, currently home to the recently returned ‘Woofers Regiment’ who were at the time, performing a sterling job in Afghanistan.  From the minute we entered the gate of the Barracks, our lives became eat, drink, sleep drill.  It is true what they say though, “Drill is a pill which is taken twice daily”.  Unfortunately even now, there are still soldiers on the come down.  I hear one or two turning over in their sleep to the tune of “ONE… two three… ONE”.  A terrible state of affairs! 

It seemed July and the first half of August sped past like a bullet from a gun leaving the Squadron only days from commencing our first duty, a Windsor Guard.  During a worryingly drizzly morning of 20 August the spotlight was focused on a very nervous Captain Ratna Bahadur Pun, 2IC 248 Gurkha Signal Squadron.  Having already spoken to the Gods dictating that today would not be a ‘wet mount’, he went on to address and congratulate all the soldiers and officers of 248 GSS on all their hard work leading up to this day… he then took a moment to himself to gather the power and clarity of thought to make sure the ceremony was without fault… with a helpful reminder from his son to “be bahadur Dad”.  The parade was of course a huge success.
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Sig Santa on Guard at Buckingham Palace

From then on the ball was set in motion and picked up speed quickly.  Fortunately OC Squadron, Major Karl Jeeves, deemed it necessary that as we were down performing Public Duties in London, not to sit back and wait for extra duties to be handed down to us, but to actively seek them.  In so doing, OC enabled the entire Squadron, bar a few, to perform a duty in every Palace, Tower or Castle.

During our training, the main effort was of course the first Queen’s Guard.  On 23 Aug, OC Squadron stood tall and proud at the head of the parade.  For the day had arrived; we had the honour of marching on to the forecourt of Buckingham Palace to the magnificent sound of the Band of the Scots Guards.  I am sure that day will forever remain with all involved.  I remember marching from Wellington Barracks, which is where the initial stages of the ceremony take place, through the gates and out into a sea of faces.  Obviously not being allowed to move my head or eyes, my peripheral vision was in overload.  Flashes were going off everywhere, little children were looking dumbstruck, dads were all frantically putting their waving kids on their shoulders, tourists were clambering past one another to get a better view or to take that ‘perfect’ shot, even the Londoners walking their dogs stood motionless to take note.  When thinking back I can barely believe it did happen.  If nothing else I think this was our 15 minutes of fame.

The honour was most definitely in the actual ceremony.  The guarding of either Buckingham Palace or of St James’ Palace ended up just being a glorified 2 hr guard stint.  Although I have to admit, the time did fly by with watching and listening to all the tourists; especially the children trying to make us laugh or change our facial expressions!  I do know of one person who succumbed, not badly though, to the evil joke telling of one particular dad.  But I will be keeping that information to myself; he has punished himself enough as it is! 

As part of the Queen’s Guard, there is also a small detachment sent to the Tower of London whose primary role is to protect the Queen’s Crown Jewels.  Contrary to modern day belief, all the Jewels housed there are indeed authentic and not copies; good to know if you are making plans to beat the most modern security system on the planet.  The ‘Ceremony of the Keys’ has taken place unbelievably for over 700 years and is one of England’s longest running traditions.  Starting at 2145 hrs and concluding at 2200 hrs on the dot every single night without fail.  Even though the ceremony is short and sharp, the emotion you feel whilst the bugler is playing ‘The Last Post’ is immense; I remember the first I heard it, the hairs on my entire body stood to attention!

As with life, if you are not working, you are playing.  London without a doubt provided a superb playing ground for the Squadron during those summer months.  I am glad we are back in lovely Stafford though for the simple reason I was not sure how long my wallet was able to survive.  Even though Public Duties seem a distant memory, it has left its mark on certain members of the Squadron… who are without a doubt more ‘complete’ as a person.  I know one example is OC 248 GSS, who on arrival in Stafford quickly went to re-new his MOD rail-pass!

All that is left to say is that I and all my comrades of 248 GSS believe the short period of performing Public Duties was a dream come true.  A feat all would agree deserves, and rightfully so, a good hearty pat on the back.  

Jai Queen’s Gurkha Signals!
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