Dane County Sheriff’s Office

Honor Guard 

Casket Watch Protocol

The following procedures shall serve as a foundation with the realization that each funeral detail will present a scenario in which the team must adapt to the situation and/or layout presented.  The intent of the casket watch procedure is to present honor to the deceased, and his or her family in the most reverent manner possible.  Each change of the guard should be evaluated by another member in order to provide a means for feedback and continuous improvement.

The detail commander shall always conduct a pre-event site visit and make contact with the funeral director in charge to work out the details of the casket watch, proactively work on the layout and flow of the visitation, and secure an obscure room for the honor guard members to meet and stage in.

In all of the following procedures it is understood that the term salute will mean the standard, slow hand salute, covering the badge on the way down.  In situations where a US Flag is not draped or on the casket, the “salute” will be replaced by the head bow.

I. Paying Respects

a. At the time of the casket watch is determined to begin; all honor guard members present shall form up to march in and pay respects.  The unit will march in and form a line parallel to the casket.  Detail commander will call the appropriate facing movement to face the casket.  Detail commander will call present arms, hold, and then call order arms (replaced by head bow if no US Flag displayed).  After order arms, the detail commander will call “post”, at which time the predetermined (should be lined up at each end of the column) first watch will smartly move to the head and foot of the casket respectively.  Detail commander will call appropriate facing movement for the column to position for exit, simultaneously the first watch will perform an about face.  Detail commander will call “forward march”, as the column takes first step the first watch will go to ceremonial parade rest.

II. Change of Guard

a. At an interval of 10-12 minutes, no longer than 15 minutes, the detail commander will lead a change of the guard.  Exact path of travel will be determined by the layout of the venue.  The change of the guard will line up with the detail commander as lead, the head of the casket guard second, the foot of the casket last.  The three person team shall march into the room approaching the center of the casket.  The detail commander will stop approximately five feet from the center of the casket.  As the team approaches this location, the second member shall break off to the left shoulder of the detail commander and the third member shall break off to the right shoulder, so that the three will line up shoulder to shoulder, centered on the casket. At the very moment the three member team stops at attention, the two members on post will come to attention.  

b. The detail commander will perform the commands with a heel click, or if necessary verbal commands.  Should the detail commander be needed to interrupt the visitation line, the commands can be called or clicked from the side.  However a preferred method would be to use a fourth person to stop the visitation line, or the detail commander can go in alone to stop the line, and then return for the change of guard team.

c. With all five members now at attention, the first heel click will be the command for present arms (or head bow), the second heel click will command order arms (or head rise).  The next heel click will command the appropriate facing movement of the relievers.  The next heel click commands to the relievers to march three steps (adjusted accordingly to position the relievers in front of the post).  The next heel click commands appropriate facing movement to face the relievers to the post.  The next heel click commands the relievers to step into the post and the two on post simultaneously step out at a 45 degree angle towards the center of the casket.  The relievers will step into the post and stand at attention.  The two coming off post will step off until they are lined up shoulder to shoulder with the detail commander (but facing away from the casket, opposite as the detail commander).  The next heel click will command about face for the detail commander, and the two now on post, all simultaneously.  The next heel click will command forward march, with the detail commander stepping off first, the member coming from the head of the casket stepping in second, and the member coming for the foot of the casket coming third, all forming a single column.  This last heel click will also be the command to the two now on post to go to ceremonial parade rest.  

III. Final Salute

a. At the conclusion of the visitation (or a time predetermined with the funeral director), all honor guard members not on post shall form up for a final salute.  The detail commander should be positioned in the middle of the column, and provide the commands.  The column shall march in following the path of travel used for the initial paying of respects, stopping positioned parallel to the casket approximately five feet away.  As the column comes to a stop, the two on post shall come to attention.  Detail commander will give the appropriate facing movement to face the casket.  Detail commander will perform heel click which will command the two on post to step off directly to their respective ends of the column.  Second heel click will command the two coming off post to perform about face.  Detail commander will call present arms, hold and then call order arms (this will be done regardless of if US Flag is draped or present).  Detail commander will call appropriate facing movement, and march the column out of visitation area. 

