
 

‘ROYAL SALUTE – PRESENT ARMS’ 
 
‘You! You! And You!’ Said the Station Warrant 
Officer of RAF Middle Wallop, Hampshire pointing his 
well-used digit in my direction and that of two others of 
us NCO technicians who were training Officer Cadets 
in Radar Controlled Fighter Interception of Joe Stalin’s 
Bombers.  The date being middle of February 1953. 
 
‘Report to me at 6.30 tomorrow morning at the camp 

square!  Regular uniform and marching boots. You are going to the 
Coronation’.   
 
Arriving at the appointed hour, a contingent of 26 of us (20 airmen and 6 
WAAF’s) appeared to have only two things in common, the men were all 
over 6ft tall, and at some time in the past, we had incurred the SWO’s 
displeasure.  So began a routine of square bashing for ¾ of an hour 
every morning for the next two months.  This was only varied when we 
donned full pack and musket, and ran for five miles.  All of this, much to 
the derision and catcalls from some of the luckier 4,000+ inhabitants of 
RAF Middle Wallop and the locals of Upper, Over and Lower Wallop.   
 
Having become fit and reasonably adept at obeying the command ‘Royal 
Salute, Present Arms’, the Middle Wallop contingent moved to RAF 
Odiham in Hampshire.  Our programme of square bashing, Royal 
saluting, 5 mile runs with full pack, and marching behind the Central 
Band of the RAF continued all day, every day for another four weeks.   
At the end of which, we were remarkably fit, much thinner and had been 
measured for and issued with, officer quality material uniforms, new 
boots, brand-new 303 rifles, and 18” long ceremonial sword bayonets. 
The latter packed in very old thick yellow grease. With only cotton waste 
to clean them, no wonder that several of our number ended up in the 
sick bay with severe cuts!   
 
In the end we learned to ‘fix bayonet’ and ‘Royal Salute, Present Arms’ 
with only the occasional loss of a limb!   There wasn’t much time for 
leisure either.  Most evenings were spent polishing our brass-work and 
trying to get a guards-like shine on the caps of our new leather boots.  
Everything was tried: from spit and polish, to rubbing with a meat bone 
and burning with a hot poker – with varying degrees of success.  One 
lad in my squad complained bitterly that he had the wrong type of spit! 



 
Two weeks before the event, we were loaded into trucks with all our kit 
and smart new uniforms, and driven to a tented camp set up in Hyde 
Park.  There, the entire RAF contingent of, I believe, over 5,000 airmen 
and women (I hope my memory is correct in this total, it could have been 
much higher), was divided into two groups.  One to march in the 
procession, and the other to line part of the Royal Procession route from 
Marble Arch, along Oxford Street to Oxford Circus.   
 
At 8am on the day, which was forecast to be dull and rainy, we marched 
to our allotted route-lining positions in Oxford Street.  My mixed squad of 
20 airmen and women were positioned roughly 6 feet apart.   We took 
up our position outside Selfridges on the North side of Oxford Street.   
We were in front of the police who were in front of the crowd barriers.  
There we stood smartly ‘at ease’ until the Royal Procession approached 
Marble Arch, except for having a ‘comfort break’ every two hours, and a 
snack in a white paper bag issued to us by the WRVS Ladies.  At the 
command of ‘Ground Arms, Open Bags’ given at Marble Arch, there was 
a ripple of white down the whole length of Oxford Street.  Our shining 
rifles and 18” bayonets were laid on the ground.  A highly dangerous 
task, as the police had allowed small children over the barrier, in 
between us and themselves.  It was a small miracle that a child didn’t 
get impaled.    
 
At last, the Royal Procession rounded Marble Arch and proceeded 
towards us.  And it began to pour with rain.  Protected from neck to toe, 
by our khaki waterproofs, (Airmen, for the use of), our impeccable 
uniforms, shining boots and brass-work, which would surely have 
dazzled the Queen, were all for nought.   At least we managed a perfect 
‘Royal Salute, Present Arms’!  And thus, we stood whilst the Queen and 
various Royalties passed by.  Of lasting memory, was the Queen of 
Tonga, a very large lady in what appeared to be a small carriage.  Her 
smile electrified the huge crowd behind us, despite the constant rain.   
 
After 8 hours, it only remained for us to march back to Hyde Park and 
quickly return to our original camps.  26 Coronation medals were waiting 
in the Station Warrant Officer’s office.  Typically, very few of the 
Coronation contingent received a medal.  The CO did, the Station 
Warrant Officer did and various others in authority, including the civilian 
in charge of the Transport Department.   
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