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Wisconsin Honor Guard Association

Standard Operating Procedure

Casket Watch and Final Salute

The Wisconsin Honor Guard Association’s (WHGA) Board has researched, discussed, and evaluated honor guard protocols in order to develop a “best practice” recommendation. The following SOP closely mirrors the Metropolitan Police Department of the District of Columbia’s (DC Metro) Honor Guard’s methods and training. WHGA feels that the DC Metro’s methods are suitable for agencies with and without trained honor guard teams.  The following SOP is the way that WHGA has adopted for casket watch and realizes this SOP is not the only way to accomplish this. WHGA also encourages and recognizes individualism amongst honor guard teams.

After completion of “Paying Respects” (Refer to S.O.P. #1), 2  members of the Honor Guard detail can be posted at the head and foot of the casket, or, if detail numbers are low, 1 can be posted at the head of the casket.  This SOP details posting and replacing 2 members (but would be useful for guidance in posting and replacing the single guard, too).  After the initial posting of the Honor Guard detail, the Decedent will not be left unattended at any time by the Honor Guard detail, until the visitation is completed. 
At times, it is customary to have a small memorial service toward the end of the visitation.  The Honor Guard usually doesn’t stand watch during this service, but may post up immediately after the service until all visitors have left, or at the time the Funeral Director begins to summon all visitors out of the viewing area. 
Good prior planning, usually through a funeral director, ensures that the respective ends of the casket are cleared of displays, allowing adequate room for the posted guards and switching the guards out.  
There are two methods for placing casket guards at their posts; dropping two guards after the unit pays respect, or placing two guards with the OIC method.  Either is correct.
The approach to the casket is dependent upon the venue of the detail.  The Detail Commander will determine the most efficient and ceremonious approach to the casket during planning with the funeral director, taking into account where the family will be, along with the receiving line of mourners.  
Aside from the Final Salute, commands can be verbal or heel clicks, performed by a Commander or designated guard, either the senior member or the guard at the foot of the casket.

(Actual commands will be capitalized with the action word being stated in BOLD.)

A. Posting after Paying Respect

After the larger detail has completed paying respects, and upon the detail exiting from the casket, the last 2 members of the detail could remain to post at the head and foot of the casket.

1. The last 2 members of the detail shall begin to march with the detail leaving, but then position themselves at the head and foot of the casket.

· Once at the proper position, each member stops marching on his/her own, on the left foot, and will remain at the position of Attention.
· Once both detail members are in place:

· The team member to the rear will give a heel click or verbal command to signify a facing movement (“RIGHT-FACE”) toward the casket/Decedent. 

· The same team member will give a heel click or verbal command for guards to step to position at both ends of the casket.  Guards step off on left foot and stop so that toes are even with the back edge of the casket, so that, once turned forward, they will be positioned midway along the ends.  (This ensures that the guards aren’t too far forward, so that mourners will brush past them or try to talk to them.)  
· The same team member will give a heel click or verbal command for “Ready-Face,” at which time both guards will conduct a facing movement toward the casket (Right-Face for the guard at the head, Left-Face for the guard at the feet). 

· The same team member will give a heel click or verbal command for the 2nd “Ready-Face,” at which time both guards will conduct the same facing movement to face outward toward the visitor area.

· This same team member, after the rest of the detail has left the viewing room, will then heel-click or give the verbal command “CEREMONIAL PARADE-REST”.  The posted guards come to the Parade Rest position, with snappy movement of left foot to the side and hands to the back.  Then, movement of the hands to the front (belt buckle) takes approximately 3 seconds, ending with hands in a left-over-right position, and thumbs tucked down.  A slight head bow is appropriate, also.  
Or, the alternate method is to assemble two members of the casket watch detail with an OIC and immediately place 2 posted guards after the Paying of Respects as described below.
B.  Switching out the Guard  [This is a 3-member detail.]
1. When preparing for the approach to the casket, the team quietly moves to a pre-arranged doorway or position in the room and moves to a Ceremonial Parade Rest position, without command.

2. Once in the doorway of the room to be entered, or in the room, if crowded, the Commander of the relief guards will give the commands to start the detail.  (This also assists with the visitors clearing the way for the oncoming guards.  Another option is to dedicate a member to assist with clearing the path each time.)

 The first guard in line will position at the head of the casket; the second person is the Commander or Honcho, and he/she will position in the center of the casket; the third guard will position at the foot of the casket.  All should be approximately 6 feet  from the casket.  
3. The relief detail Commander will give the commands:

· “STAND-BY”
· “DETAIL”; members will immediately come to the “Parade-Rest” position.(both hands “snap” to back).
· “ATTEN-TION”; members brings left foot in to right, while hands move to sides (seam or stripe), curling fingers around, to position of Attention. 

4. The Detail standing watch will also come to “ATTEN-TION”, called by the designated or senior member of the posted guards once the relief guards are in view.
· The Commander will give the command “Forward-MARCH”.  
· The relief team members will march up to the casket to the proper positioning.
· At the foot of the casket, the guards will face each other, slightly off-set, lining up name tag to name tag.
· At the head of the casket, the guards will face each other, slightly off-set, lining up badge to badge.
· The Commander will give the command “PRESENT-ARMS”. (See SOP for Paying Respect for description of the 3-second hand salute.)
· The Commander will then command “ORDER-ARMS”.  (See SOP for Paying Respect for description of the 3-second hand salute.)

The hand salute’s intended purpose is for the guards to be saluting each other.  This hand salute would be rendered whether or not the U.S Colors are present.  In the case where the Decedent is not a veteran, or the U.S. Colors are not a part of the Honors afforded, prior planning would place the U.S. Colors at the head and/or behind the casket, with State or other ceremonial flags placed at the foot and/or behind the casket.  This is paramount, because, for the first guard posting detail, the hand salute wouldn’t be warranted.  With the U.S. Colors present, the hand salute would be required.  This gives the family and survivors the impression that members  are saluting their loved one, when, in fact, they are saluting the U.S. Colors. 
When stepping in/out of the casket guard position, it is imperative to line up as stated above, so the guards can step around each other gracefully, avoiding too much upper-body movement as they switch positions. The relief guards always move in closest to the casket, while the posted guards step out and slightly away from the casket.

5. The Commander of the relief team will give the command for the guards to switch out, “READY- POST” (verbal or heel clicks), and the guards will switch out as described: 
· The posted guard marches out to the line established by the Commander and remains facing out, taking as many normal-sized steps as needed.
· The relief guards move into position, stopping with toes even with the back of the casket, so that once turned, the guards are in the correct position, midway along the ends.  (All guards must start moving left foot immediately after command; it is very obvious if the new guards don’t start “marching”, as if waiting for the posted guards to clear the space first.)
· The Commander will give the command, or heel clicks, for the relief guards to do a “Ready-FACE,” at which time both guards will conduct a facing movement toward the casket (Right-Face for the guard at the head, Left-Face for the guard at the feet). 

· The Commander will give a command or heel click for the 2nd “Ready-Face,” at which time both guards will conduct a facing movement to face outward toward the visitor area.
6. The Commander will command or click for a “Ready-FACE” for himself and the leaving guards.  The Commander performs an “About-Face”, while the leaving guards perform a facing movement to orient themselves to the path of travel away from the casket - likely a Left-Face (previously established).  
· The Commander will then command “Forward, MARCH”; the guard that was at the head of the casket will proceed first, then the Commander, and the guard at the foot will fall in behind the Commander. The detail will march out via the pre-determined route.  
· Upon hearing the command of “Forward, MARCH”, the posted guards come to the Parade Rest position, with snappy movement of left foot to the side and hands to the back.  Then, movement of the hand to the front (belt buckle) takes approximately 3 seconds, ending with hands in left-over-right position, and thumbs tucked down.  (This is Ceremonial Parade Rest.)  A slight head bow is appropriate, also.  
C.  Ending the Casket Watch
1. The Commander will enter the room, bringing himself/herself to the position of Attention.
· This gives the posted guards time to bring themselves to the position of Attention.  The established guard (senior or guard at the foot) gives the verbal command “DETAIL, Atten-TION”, at which time the guards snap to the position (do not go to the Parade Rest position, but go directly to Attention).  It is useful to give the preparatory command here, as the other guard may not be able to see that the Commander has arrived.  
2. The Commander marches in to the pre-determined position in the center of the casket and turns to face it.
· The Commander gives the command “PRESENT-ARMS”.  All perform this.
· Then “ORDER-ARMS”.  All perform this.
3. The Commander will then command “READY-STEP”. 
· The guards step out to the line established by the Commander, and come to a stop, so that back of heels are on line with back of Commander’s heels. (This ensures that, at completion of About-Face, all are exactly in line.)

4.  The Commander then commands “READY-FACE” (or likely, “LEFT-FACE”); all turn to march out via a pre-determined route.  (The posted guards should sandwich the Commander.)
D.  Final Salute

In the event the Honor Guard wishes to perform a Final Salute, it can be accomplished in the following manner.  Remember, the U.S. Colors should be present for this, to allow for a salute.  This should be done immediately after pulling off the last guards, and just prior to the memorial service. It requires a little more coordination, but the posted guards can be incorporated into the Final Salute as noted below.  Either way would be correct.  
In general, commands for the Final Salute will be verbal, as all eyes will be on this ceremony at the casket, and it is meant to be ceremonious and dramatic.   The Commander can be part of the detail or posted separately, calling out commands.  
Approach to the casket should be from the foot of the casket, and exit should be out the opposite way.  

NOTE:  The following are notes on proper placement of Honor Guard Members for the Final Salute incorporating the posted guards.


1.  Four (4) total team members: 

· The 2 members of the detail will march in, positioning themselves within the perimeters of the head and foot of the casket, evenly spaced, so the posted guards can just step out to the established line, do an “ABOUT-FACE”, and then all 4 members of the detail are evenly spaced in front of the casket.


2.  Five (5) total team members:

· Similar to above, 3 members of the detail will march in and position themselves within the perimeters of the head and foot of the casket, evenly spaced, so the posted guards can step out straight or slightly angled out to the established line.  With an About Face, all 5 members are then evenly spaced in front of the casket.   


3.  Six (6) total team members:

· The 4 members of the detail will need to space themselves as follows:  The first member in line will step slightly past the posted guard at the head of the casket, leaving space to allow the posted guard to step straight out to the established line.   The middle 2 members of the detail will position themselves in the middle of the casket, as described for 4 total team members.  The last member of the detail will have to stop short of the posted guard at the foot of the casket, allowing a space for the posted guard to step out to the line.  The object is to position in such a manner so that, when the guards step out and fill in the spaces, all 6 are evenly positioned along the front of the casket.  
1. The Commander of this detail will assemble all detail members in the doorway of the room to be entered in the same manner as switching out the guards.
· The Commander will call “STAND-BY”, “DETAIL”, and “ATTEN-TION”, as described previously.  Posted guards will come to Attention upon hearing this command, as described before.  

· The Commander will command “Forward-MARCH”; the detail will march to the positions as described above.  
· The detail will remain marching in a moderate MARK-TIME. The Commander will bring the detail to “DETAIL-HALT”.
· The Commander will command a facing movement toward the casket, generally a “Right-FACE”.
· The Commander will command for the posted guards to join the team with the command “READY-MOVE”.  Posted guard march out to the line, stopping so that back of heels are even with backs of heels of the team on line.  The Commander calls “ABOUT-FACE” for these 2 to turn around, so that all of line is now facing the casket.  
· The Commander will give the command, “Present-ARMS”; detail will render the 3-second hand salute.  
· The Commander will give the command, “Order-ARMS”; detail will return to position of Attention.  

Even for a non-Line-of-Duty death or a non- sworn Officer or Dignitary, the U. S.  Colors in a stanchion behind the casket is highly encouraged.  Thus, when you approach the Decedent for the final time, you would be rendering a hand salute as the U. S.  Colors are present, giving survivors you are saluting their loved one.  Even rendering a hand salute out of respect for the Decedent would be okay and wouldn’t be a violation of any protocols. 
Otherwise, in lieu of a salute (because no U.S. flag is present), it is appropriate and reverent to  go to the Parade-Rest position with the head bowed upon the command “DETAIL, POST”, pause for 3 to 5 seconds, and then return to heads-up with  “DETAIL, ATTEN-TION”. 
· The Commander will then give the command for a facing movement, generally a  “LEFT-FACE”; all members turn to the left. 
· The next and last command the Commander gives is “Forward-MARCH”, after which members march out via a pre-determined path to an established spot “off-stage” to halt and be dismissed. 
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