RELOCATION OF 248 GURKHA SIGNAL SQUARDON IN MOD STAFFORD

By L/Cpl Chij Gurung   

As per the Future Army Structure (FAS) planned by former Chief of the General Staff (CGS) General Sir Mike Jackson GCB CBE DSO ADC Gen, 22 Signal Regiment (Sig Regt) was scheduled to re-form in the former Royal Air Force base in Stafford through the integration of  248 Gurkha Signal Squadron (GSS) from 21 Signal Regiment, Colerne; 217 Sig Sqn from 2 Sig Regt, York and 22 Sig Sqn from 3 Div, Bulford.  248 GSS personnel were aware of the forthcoming relocation of the Squadron to Stafford.  Planning and preparation was already under way in late 2006.  The move to Stafford from Colerne was interspersed with operational commitments with the Officer Commanding, Maj K A Jeeves himself and a fraction of the Sqn strength deploying to Baghdad on Op TELIC in January 2007.  With the OC deployed on operations, the majority of the administrative burden of moving the Squadron rested with the Sqn Second in Command (2IC), Capt Ratnabahadur Pun.

The family move took precedence over other aspects of the Squadron move, which commenced from 4th December 2006.  It was a very wise decision made by 2IC Saheb to move the families first, as it provided a sense of relief to those deploying on Op TELIC.  The move of the Squadron assets commenced from 12-14th February 2007.  The dust of relocation still hadn’t settled when the Squadron’s personnel started rehearsing for the leaving parade, which had been scheduled for 29th rch 2007.  The OC returned from Op TELIC to command the parade.  All the Sqn personnel then moved to Colerne on Sunday 25th March to rehearse the parade with the rest of 21 Signal Regiment.  Rehearsals were carried out down to the last detail until the morning of 29th March 2007.

The actual parade took place at 1400 hrs in the afternoon of 29th March 2007.  All the families travelled to Colerne from Stafford in order to witness the parade.  Signal Officer in Chief (SOinC), Brigadier Thomas MBE ADC was invited as the Inspecting Officer.  He reviewed the Squadron and delivered a short speech, after which 248 GSS marched past in column of route, led by the OC.  Meanwhile, the other Squadrons making up 21 Sig Regt who were still on the parade marched off after a short musical display by the members of the Band of Brigade of Gurkhas.

Following the parade, all personnel assembled in the Gymnasium for an evening treat from 21 Sig Regt. The evening also saw a number of VIP guests including Madame Mayor of Bath, Commander QG Signals, Lt Col C A Ford and GM QG Signals, Maj Krishnabahadur Gurung.  CO 21 Signal Regiment, Lt Col D A Craft, then made a farewell speech and presented a memento to OC 248 GSS.  In return, OC and 2IC 248 GSS also presented an ‘Ankheejhyal’ with a QGS logo and a ‘Khukuri’ to 21 Sig Regt.  Following this, dinner was announced which was an excellent mixture of Gurkha and Chinese cuisine.

An important aspect of the relocation was the 210 kilometre charity relay race from Colerne to Stafford that took place on 31 March 2007.  The whole route was broken down into 5 stages in order to complete it on the same day.  The initiative was developed by Squadron 2IC, Capt Ratnabahaur.  Primarily, the event was organised to raise funds for the Gurkha Welfare Trust(GWT) and most importantly, it was a material embodiment of the historic move of 248 Gurkha Squadron from Colerne to Stafford.  Secondly, the event was named ‘EXERCISE AAYO GURKHALI’ – a perfect phrase which encompassed the meaning the event bore.  Directed by Capt Ratnabahadur and co-ordinated by SSgt Man Kambang, the organization of the race was a huge task.  Use of the public roads for the whole route wasn’t possible, hence public footpaths needed to be identified.

SSgt Man and his team put in a tremendous effort to carry out the reconnaissance of the running route, to obtain the authority for charity collection from relevant local councils and to sort the security clearance from the Police.  The news of the event was also circulated through the local radio stations and newspapers.

The race started at 0700 hrs with runners from stage 1 to 4 starting at the same time. Simultaneously the charity collection started at each stage stand.  Runners from stage 5 started running at 1430 hrs in the afternoon.  When they reached Stafford town, all the runners were cheerfully greeted by the locals, the media people started taking photographs and at the same time a piper played some stirring tunes.  Then, the Squadron pennant was handed to the runners and the Mayor of Stafford, the OC and a team of Gurkha ladies joined the runners for the walk up to the Beacon Barracks.  By the time, they reached the Barracks, it was 1700 hrs in the evening and the Squadron personnel had already lined up to the Regimental Headquarters with the CO 22 Sig Regt, Lt Col N D Fraser, in front.  As the runners reached RHQ, all Squadron personnel shouted at the same time, “AAYO GURKHALI”.  Then, Signaller Ramesh Pun handed the Squadron pennant to the CO saying, “248 Gurkha Signal Squadron reporting for duty in 22 Signal Regiment, Sir”.  The CO went on to deliver a short welcoming speech, in which he also thanked the Mayor for supporting the Squadron in the event.  Following this, the Squadron personnel dispersed and assembled for a meal in the Regimental cookhouse with the CO and the Mayor as chief guests.

The following day, proceeds raised from the charity run were counted by Senior NCOs in the presence of the OC and 2IC Sqn.  A total of £7905 had been raised and an estimated £2000 was yet to come from Baghdad Sig Sqn, and other QGS Sqns and sub units.

22 signal Regiment was officially formed on Monday, 2nd April 2007.  This is also the day when 248 GSS officially integrated into this Regiment and a flag parade was held on the same day with a more formal re-formation parade held in July.  Capt Ratnabahadur Pun presented a cheque of £6288.42 for GWT to Col BG, Col D G Hayes CBE.  The balance of the money raised will go to local charities.
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                     SOinC(A) Brig Thomas MBE ADC  inspecting the Parade

Finally, the relocation of 248 Gurkha Signal Squadron from 21 Sig Regt Colerne, to 22 Sig Regt Stafford, was a significant and historic move interspersed with a myriad of events to mark the occasion.  Every aspect of the relocation, right from the beginning to the end was a huge success, which brought lasting good will not only for the Squadron, but also for the Brigade of Gurkhas.
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