Reflections of a Standard Bearer

The standard of a Royal British Legion branch is, in my opinion, the soul of the branch.  It is a reminder to members of the motto of the Legion, “Service not self”. Standards are dedicated before being taken into use. The crosses of St George, St Andrew and St Patrick symbolise unity, chivalry and loyalty to our Sovereign, community and nation.  The blue indicates loyalty and fidelity. The gold signifies service - “as gold is tried by fire” - and reminds us of all those who gave their lives for our country. I was once told that the little fringe tassels that edge the standard on three sides each represent one thousand lives. When you march or walk down the street with just a suit and beret with the Legion badge you may draw the occasional glance. When you march down the street with the standard at the carry, or walk down it with the standard furled en route to an event, you draw more than a passing glance. The sight of the standard being paraded, especially at commemoration and remembrance ceremonies, focuses people's attention and invariably elicits respect, appreciation and applause from onlookers. The pride, the sense of representing one's branch and organisation, and the feeling of being valued is, in my view, a unique and fulfilling achievement for any Legion standard bearer.

I became the standard bearer for Potterne Branch some 10 or 11 years ago. The years have obscured  the precise date in my mind. It was a daunting prospect to begin with, and at my first training session I wondered if I would ever master the techniques involved! Several aspects combine to make a standard bearer worthy of his or her charge. To begin with the physical handling of the standard requires training and practice, and competing in County and Regional competition requires even more training and practice. I must therefore express my sincere appreciation and gratitude for the excellent tuition provided by our county trainers. 

The standard is attached to an 8' 7” pole. The material of the standard measures 3' 9” by 3', and is a moving weight which can be difficult to control in windy conditions. The pole and standard must always be under control, and that control is maintained by the right hand and arm only. The left hand deals with the sling. All drill movements with the standard must be smart, crisp and clean. Personal turnout of suit and sling must be of a high standard. Shoes must be highly polished. 

In competition there are two components: a minute inspection of personal turnout and maintenance of the standard and sling, and a minute scrutiny of the competitor's execution of all the required drill movements. Both components are judged by two judges, who look for any reason to deduct points. After every drill movement the competitor must stand at attention while the judges inspect his posture and position of the standard by walking 360 degrees around him/her. Even moving ones eyeballs can lose a competitor points. Competing is an intense physical and mental experience which ensures that the best performance wins and that the winner is worthy to carry the County, Regional or National standard. 

With all that in mind I am therefore very proud to have carried both the Potterne and Wiltshire County standards. The county competition takes place usually in September, but the winner takes over for the year at County Conference in January. At my first competition for County I came second, but sadly the winner Cathy Newman-Eales, my friend and mentor, passed away just before County Conference and as Deputy I was obliged to move up to County Standard Bearer for that year. The following three years I won the competition and carried for the County. For four years I therefore represented Wiltshire at the Royal Albert Hall carrying Wiltshire's standard. It made for a long weekend as I had to be at the RAH at 0730 on the Saturday for rehearsals and then take part in both the matinee and evening performances, then drive back to Wiltshire in time to carry the Branch Standard for the village remembrance service.

Other duties included carrying the County Standard or Branch Standard at other remembrance services in Swindon, Salisbury and Bristol; county conference and Women's Section county conference, county parade and rededication service, Fovant Badges annual drumhead service and funerals. Funerals of note were those of  Eric Clack (Royal Navy) and Ernie Lewis (Royal Tank Regiment). 

I cannot forget, of course, the amazing party organised for Len Holloway's 100th birthday on 3rd February 2015, by Teresa Chandler of Potterne Branch. The opening address was given by Branch President Gen. Sir R Pascoe. I and 5 other standard bearers paid homage to Len and his war service. The party was attended by many in the village, including Len's large family, a bugler, a children's choir from 5 Lanes School, The Salisbury Plain Military Wives Choir, and BBC, Points West.  A DVD of the day was produced by George Day. Sadly Len died in April a short time later. Once again I and a large contingent of standard bearers attended the funeral with our standards. The Military Wives Choir also insisted on participating.

I carried our Branch Standard at many repatriations in Wootton Bassett. These were very emotional events. It was an extraordinary thing to be part of. All the Legion and regimental association standard bearers would muster on one side of the road opposite the War Memorial. When the cortege was ready the church bell would begin to toll, and the assembled crowd would fall completely silent. As the cortege arrived the standard bearers would perform a rolling act of homage, dipping their standards one after the other and bowing their heads. They would hold that position while the cortege halted in front of the memorial to allow family and friends to place flowers on the vehicles, and hold it until the cortege had reached the end of the high street. Then the President of Wootton Bassett branch of the Legion, Mo Baker, would bring the standard bearers up to the carry and dismiss us all.

One occasion I will never forget is when five fallen soldiers came through. Before we were dismissed by Mo Baker, the father of one of the fallen stepped out into the middle of the street and publicly thanked all the standard bearers for turning up to honour them. That was a very poignant moment.

On the occasion of The Princess Royal coming to Wootton Bassett to present the Patents making it “Royal”, I had the honour to carry the County Standard for the event. Another Potterne Branch member, Dennis Hatt, carried Potterne's standard, so the village was well represented for that historic event. It is worth referring to my previous comment that carrying a standard draws much more attention to an event. The phenomenon of the repatriations at Royal Wootton Bassett sprang not from officialdom but from people's hearts, and it was nurtured and organised by the Legion branch in the town. Mo Baker, the branch's then president, would meet the families at RAF Lyneham and bring them to the War Memorial. The cortege would be held by the church until all the families were at the memorial. The standards brought a special element to those repatriations, raising them to a higher level and catching people's attention. I am of the firm conviction that without the presence of the standards those repatriations would not have had the same impact on people's hearts, and I believe the presence of the standards had a significant influence on the decision to honour the town of what is now Royal Wootton Bassett.

Finally I reflect on carrying Potterne's standard in the historic parade and service at the Menin Gate, Ypres on 8th August 2018 as part of the Great Pilgrimage 90, in which I was joined by our wreath bearer Teresa Chandler. You will already have read the report on the trip by our guide and will know that GP 90 was to celebrate the start of the last 100 Days Offensive of WW1. Being part of such a once in a lifetime event was both uplifting and humbling. To march along the same route through Ypres and the Menin Gate in the footsteps of the soldiers going up to the front, some never to return or even have known graves, was an incredible honour. To march back through the Menin Gate for a second time, through Ypres once again and finally past St Georges Memorial Church, singing “Pack up your troubles in your old kit bag” is a memory that will always stay with me. It was a perfect ending to the day. 

All good things must come to an end, they say. I have to report that the arthritis in my knees has finally caught up with me, certainly for taking part in parades. Teresa will confirm that when the parade was over my right knee was letting me know it had had enough and I was hobbling like a good'un. So I realised that GP 90 would be a timely event on which to stand down as Potterne  Branch's Standard Bearer. To see, and be part of, such a huge column of Legion standards was quite simply awe inspiring. I will never take part in such a gathering again. 

It has been an immense honour and privilege to carry Potterne's standard, as well as that of Wiltshire County. I am proud to know that my efforts have rewarded Potterne with having it's name engraved for three years in succession on the County Competition Cup.  I now hand Potterne's standard over to Terry Bryant, secure in the knowledge that he will carry it with as much pride and dedication as I have. 
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