
The purpose of this paper is to provide instruction in 
the simple mechanics of posting and relieving sen-
tries, and the changing of the Guard. It was origi-

nally written as instruction for the troops involved in the Under 
the Redcoat program at Colonial Williamsburg, which is why it the Redcoat program at Colonial Williamsburg, which is why it the Redcoat
contains references to speciþ c numbers, locations and buildings. 
The general principle and practice of Guard Mount, Sentry Duty, 
and Relief is the same whether in town or in Camp. When in 
Camp, the Guard is mounted by the Quarter Guard, and uses the 
Quarter Guard area as the òGuard Houseó.

If at least one of the ancients had published a clear and 
concise explanation of Guard Mount and Sentry Duty, we would 
not have to adapt our routine from so many sources, however, a 
tip of the cocked hat must go to Phil Weaver of the 2nd New York, 
whose papers on guard duty are the basis for most of this, Steven 
C. Eames of the 71st Regiment, who has provided some useful 
ideas in his British Manual Exercise and Marching Maneuvers 
1775-1783, Interpreted for the Modern Reenactor second edition 
1988, and Vincent J-R Kehoe of the 10th Foot, in his 1974 and 
1993 versions of A Military Guide. Thanks also go to the author 
of the Carolina Btn. Muster Workbook No. 2. Of course we owe 
all debt to the ancients; Thomas Simes, Humphrey Bland, Lewis 
Loch®e, John Williamson, George Smith, Lewis Nicola, and 
Friedrich Wilhelm Ludolf Gerhard Augustin; Baron von Steuben.

Guard duty was probably the 18th century soldierõs most 
common activity. Smithõs An Universal Military Dictionary of 1779
says that during times of peace a soldier may expect to be on Guard 
duty on 1 day in four; but, in time of war, much more often. As such, 
it should be the most common portrayal that any of us do.

Von Steuben lists 3 types of guards, 1. Outpost and Piquet 
guards, 2. Camp and Quarter guards and, 3. General and staff 
Ofþ cersõ guards. 
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òMarch!ó - The Rear Rank and the Drummer march þ ve 
paces.

òTo the Front, Face!ó - The Rear Rank and the Drummer òTo the Front, Face!ó - The Rear Rank and the Drummer òTo the Front, Face!ó
face to the Right About.

òSerjeant, take your roll.ó - whereupon the Serjeant of the òSerjeant, take your roll.ó - whereupon the Serjeant of the òSerjeant, take your roll.ó
Guard will either read off names from a prepared list, or take the 
names of the men who are present. 

When the Serjeant is done, he will make his report to the 
Ofþ cer, after which the Ofþ cer orders:

òPoise your Firelocks!ó - the Serjeant and the Ofþ cer go 
down the ranks, pulling the trigger and pressing the hammer of 
each musket to ensure that it is safe on half-cock.

òShoulder your Firelocks!ó

òSearch your Arms!ó - The Serjeant and the Ofþ cer go 
down the ranks, watching as each man springs his rammer. 

During these safety inspections, the Serjeant is also in-
specting the men to see that they are otherwise þ t to go on guard 
duty.

òReturn your Rammers!ó

òShoulder your Firelocks!ó

òRear Ranks, Close to the Front!ó òMarchó - The Rear 
Rank and the Drummer march forward þ ve paces, each halting 
automatically.
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The Outpost and Piquet guards stood duty outside of camp 
and/or on avenues leading to the camp to protect the approaches.

Von Steuben describes the Camp Guards;
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Von Steuben pg 95. 

The various ofþ cersõ guards stood sentry duty on ofþ cerõs 
quarters, on buildings of importance, etc. 

Assembling the Guard
When planning how many soldiers you will need for your 

Guard, you must have at least double the number of sentries you 
plan to post, plus a Corporal of the Guard, a Serjeant of the Guard, 
an Ofþ cer of the Guard, and a Drummer. Several extra sentries 
will allow for òburning the paradeó. In the typical conditions we 
deal with, posting the sentries for an hour is about the reasonable 
limit, and changing the entire Guard every three hours is not ex-
cessive. This schedule allows everyone at the event to have their 
chance at Guard Duty. 

These instructions are based on the requirement to post 
seven sentries, plus one Corporal, on þ ve posts. Particular atten-
tion is paid to the position of the extra Corporal in the relief- it 
is necessary to have him in proper position to be posted with the 
other sentries at the Barricade. You would not normally have an 
extra Corporal in your relief. Also, even though for Under the 
Redcoat the sentries in the Relief are placed in a very speciþ c or-
der, it would be much more typical period practice for the sentries 
to be selected and positioned at random. This would insure that 
an individual sentry would not be able to tell in advance where 
he was to be posted, and thus would be unable to conspire with 
anyone to commit mischief - or worse.

The sentry detail for the þ rst posting of the day will be 
assembled from the unit or units detailed for Guard Duty. The 
Guard will assemble in closed ranks, on the ground in front of 
the Guard House (or the Quarter Guard), facing to the street 
(or the Parade). It will contain an Ofþ cer, two Serjeants, four 
Corporals, fourteen Privates, and a Drummer (the extra Serjeant 
and Corporal are so you have NCOõs to lead patrols, or provide 
escorts). It will form in two ranks. In the front rank, in order 
from right to left are: 

The Ofþ cer of the Guard, the Corporal of the Guard, Pte. 
A, Pte. B, Pte. C, Pte. D, Cpl. E, Pte. F, Pte. G, Pte. H, and Cpl.Q. 
In the rear rank, from right to left are: the Serjeant of the Guard, 
Pte. I, Pte. J, Pte. K, Pte. L, Cpl. M, Pte. N, Pte. O, Pte. P, and Sjt. 
R. The Drummer is four paces behind Pte. I.

The Ofþ cer will command:
òRear Ranks, Take your Distance!ó - The rear rank and òRear Ranks, Take your Distance!ó - The rear rank and òRear Ranks, Take your Distance!ó

the Drummer face to the Right About.
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òTo the Right about, Face!ó

òLodge your Arms.ó

They go into the Guard House.

Posting a Sentry
The Corporal marches the detail to within þ ve to ten paces 

from the sentry post, halts the detail, then marches himself to the 

position from which he will post the sentry. This will be one pace 
from the sentry post, at a right angle to it. The Corporal orders:

òRest your Firelocks!ó The sentry detail comes to the 
Rest.

òPte. A, Advance and receive your Orders!ó - Pte. A òPte. A, Advance and receive your Orders!ó - Pte. A òPte. A, Advance and receive your Orders!ó
comes to the Recover, and marches himself smartly to the Corpo-
ral (facing toward what will become his post, at right angles to the 
Corporal), and comes back to the Rest. 
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When Pte. A leaves the sentry detail, this leaves a miss-
ing man at the front right of the column. As Pte. A comes to the 
Rest, everyone in the right hand þ le of the column comes to the 
Recover, takes one pace forward, and comes back to the Rest. This 
maintains an even front to the column. When the Corporal posts 
Pte. B to Post Number 2, the left hand þ le moves forward. The 
Corporal will post sentries from alternate sides of the column, in 
order to keep things even. 

The Corporal tells the sentry his orders, and asks him to 
repeat them. 

òRepeat your orders.ó - When the Corporal gives òRepeat your orders.ó - When the Corporal gives òRepeat your orders.ó òCom-
mands!ó, he should do it loud enough so that the relief and the 
sentries can hear them. When the Corporal is giving orders, or 
asking the sentry or relief to repeat their orders, it should be done 
quietly, just loud enough for the sentry, Corporal, and relief to 
hear. This prevents the wrong people from overhearing instruc-
tions and countersigns, etc. When the Corporal is satisþ ed that the 
sentry understands his orders, he commands:

òSentry, post!ó - The sentry comes to the Recover, takes 
two paces forward, and comes to the Rest. 

òSentry, to the Right about, Face!ó - The sentry faces òSentry, to the Right about, Face!ó - The sentry faces òSentry, to the Right about, Face!ó
about.

òShoulder your Firelocks!ó - The sentry, and the detail, 
shoulder. The Corporal marches back to the detail, then marches 
the detail to the next post with the Drummer joining the detail four 
paces behind the rear man of the right hand þ le of the detail. 
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Forming the Sentry Detail
The Ofþ cer may then tell the Corporal something like 

òForm your Relief, Post your Sentrysó or even as simple as 
òCarry on, Corporal.ó, at which point the Corporal of the Guard 
orders:

òFront Rank, Wheel to the Right by Twos, March!ó 
òHalt!ó

The Ofþ cer indicates to the Serjeant of the Guard for the 
remainder of the Guard not detailed to sentry duty to Lodge their 
Arms, at which point they are ordered:
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The Guard does not need to turn out to form the relief. 
The Corporal of the Guard will assemble the relief in front of the 
Guard House in a column of twos, facing to the street, using the 
men remaining in the Guard House.

For varietyõs sake, we will show the Corporal of the Guard 
relieving the sentry at Post Number 3, the Courthouse. Remember 
that he has already relieved Ptes. A and B on Posts Number 1 and 
2,  and replaced them with Ptes. I and J. The Corporal of the Guard 
marches the relief to within þ ve to ten paces of the post to be re-
lieved, and halts the relief. The Corporal of the Guard marches 
himself into position to relieve the sentry.

òRest your Firelocks!ó - The relief and the sentry come òRest your Firelocks!ó - The relief and the sentry come òRest your Firelocks!ó
to the Rest.

òPte. K, Advance to the Relief!ó - Pte. K comes to the òPte. K, Advance to the Relief!ó - Pte. K comes to the òPte. K, Advance to the Relief!ó
Recover, marches to within one pace of the sentry, and comes to 
the Rest. As Pte. K comes to the rest, the right þ le moves forward 
as described above.

(Quietly) òSentry, tell your Orders.ó - The sentry tells his 
orders to the relief.

(Quietly) òRelief, repeat your orders.ó - The relief repeats 
his orders to the sentry. During this exchange, the Corporal takes 
care to ensure that the orders are transmitted correctly. When the 
Corporal is satisþ ed the orders are correct, he commands:
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òSentry, post!ó - The sentry and the relief come to the 
Recover, and take two paces, passing each other on their left side, 
and come back to the Rest. 

òSentry, to the Right About, Face!ó - The new sentry 
faces about.

òShoulder your Firelocks!ó - the old sentry, the new òShoulder your Firelocks!ó - the old sentry, the new òShoulder your Firelocks!ó
sentry, and the relief come to the Shoulder. On the last motion of 
Shouldering, the Corporal and the old sentry step off to return to 
the relief column. The old sentry goes to the rear of the column, 
automatically unþ xing his bayonet once he is in position. The 
Corporal re-joins the relief to the right of the right hand front man 
(now Cpl. M). 

If an emergency happens, either genuine or ògenuineó, or 
anything occurs that the sentry is unable to handle himself, he is to 
call the Corporal of the Guard to his post. Under no circumstances 
should a sentry quit his post without orders. If he is posted too far 
from the Guard for the Corporal to hear, each post in turn should 
relay the message, until it gets to the Corporal. Example; the sen-
try posted at Post Number 3 (the Court House), is surrounded by 
an angry crowd. He calls out:

òCorporal of the Guard, Post number Three!ó
The sentry at Post Number 2 (the Magazine) hears the call 

and repeats it:

òCorporal of the Guard, Post number Three!ó

It would be wise of the Corporal of the Guard to take a few 
men with him. 
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The Relief
The essence of the Corporalõs relief is to get the relieving 

sentry close enough to the posted sentry so that they may quietly 
exchange information, then exchange places. All this happens 
under the watchful eye and direct command of the Corporal. The 
Corporal has been given a spoken command at every conceivable 
opportunity, in order to spare the Private soldier the necessity of 
remembering what to do next. This may place an added burden on 
the Corporal, but thatõs why he makes the extra two pence a day.
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Note: regimental women were generally allowed through 
the chain of sentries without the countersign if they were recog-
nized by the sentry as part of the regiment. Lt. Thomas Anburey 
of the Crown forces was captured at Saratoga. While in captivity 
at Charlottesville, he watched a campfollower trying to pass the 
chain being harassed by a sentry. Finally she knocked the sentry 
down, straddled him and urinated on him. Youõve been warned.

Rounds
At night, the sentry will also have to deal with Rounds. 

There will be three kinds of Rounds: 

Town Majorõs Rounds. The Town Major is a military 
ofþ cer, he is in charge of the security of a garrison, and has a par-
ticular charge of guards, rounds, posts, and sentinels. 

Grand Rounds. The Grand Round will be taken by the 
Commandant of a garrison.

Visiting Rounds, or the Visit. These Rounds are taken by 
the Ofþ cer of the Guard, in order to inspect the posts.

(The Town Majorõs, or Grand Rounds, will be escorted by 
a Serjeant and four men. One of the men is to carry a lantern.)

When the sentry perceives a party approaching, he 
challenges:

Sentry: òWHO COMES THERE?ó - He charges his òWHO COMES THERE?ó - He charges his òWHO COMES THERE?ó
bayonet.

Escort Serjeant: òRounds!ó

Sentry: òWhat Rounds?ó

Escort Serjeant: òGrand (or Town Majorõs) Rounds!ó

The Sentry comes to the Rest.

Sentry: òPass, Grand (or Town Majorõs) Rounds! Keep or Town Majorõs) Rounds! Keep or
clear of my Arms, all is well!ó

The sentry will be given orders to have the Visit stand.

Sentry: òWHO COMES THERE?ó - He charges his òWHO COMES THERE?ó - He charges his òWHO COMES THERE?ó
bayonet.

Ofþ cer: òThe Visit!ó 

Sentry: òStand Visit. Advance with the Countersign.ó 
The ofþ cer is to approach within one pace (or as close as he can, 
because the sentry is still pointing his bayonet at him), and quietly 
gives the countersign. At the correct countersign, the sentry comes 
to the Rest.

When the Rounds are gone, the sentry resumes his duty. 
The sentry should also be aware of the Patrol of the Guard. 

Sentry: òWHO COMES THERE?ó - He charges his òWHO COMES THERE?ó - He charges his òWHO COMES THERE?ó
bayonet.

Serjeant: òPatrol!ó - The sentry comes to the RestòPatrol!ó - The sentry comes to the RestòPatrol!ó

Sentry: òPass, Patrol, keep clear of my Arms, all is 
well!ó

The sentry may be ordered to make all parties stand and 
identify themselves, in which case he does not pass the Rounds 
or Patrol, but orders them to òStand!ó, and òAdvance with the 
Countersign!ó, similar to the way he did with the Visit.
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Challenging
The Taptoo is the signal for the sentries to begin 

challenging (the Reveille is the signal for the sentries to cease 
challenging). The relief goes around as before, but the Drummer 
carries a lantern instead of beating a cadence. As the relief 
approaches, the sentry challenges it (as he does all parties) while 
they are still twenty paces away, with a lusty:

òWHO COMES THERE?ó - He charges his bayonet.òWHO COMES THERE?ó - He charges his bayonet.òWHO COMES THERE?ó

Corporal: òRelief, Halt!ó òRelief!ó

Sentry: òStand Relief, Advance Corporal!ó 

The sentry comes to the Rest.

The Corporal marches himself to the sentry, and proceeds 
with the relief as described above. 

If the challenged party halts and doesnõt answer that he is 
òRelief!ó or òRounds!ó, the sentry calls for him to advance with 
the countersign. If he doesnõt have the correct countersign, the 
sentry calls for the Serjeant of the Guard, òSerjeant of the Guard, 
post number 3!ó (or whichever). The call for the Serjeant of the 
Guard is relayed to the Guard House.

Note: at no time should the sentry allow the challenged 
party to come close enough to grab his musket, nor should more 
than one party be allowed to advance if more than one is present. 

On arrival of the Serjeant of the Guard (with one or more 
of the Guard), he takes the subject to the ofþ cer of the Guard for 
further interrogation. Or, he may call for the Ofþ cer of the Guard 
to come to the post, at which occasion, a portion of the troops not 
on post should accompany the ofþ cer.
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Escort Serjeant: òGrand (or Town Majorõs) Round!ó

Serjeant OTG: òAdvance, Serjeant, with the Parole!ó
òRest your Firelocks!ó

The four men with the Serjeant of the Guard come to the 
Rest. The escort Serjeant advancing alone, he is to give the Ser-
jeant of the Guard the Parole in his ear, and while he is giving it, 
the former holds the point of his bayonet to the breast of the latter. 
When satisþ ed that the Parole is correct, the Serjeant of the Guard 
tells the escort Serjeant to return to his escort. 

Leaving the four men he brought with him to prevent the 
Round from advancing, the Serjeant of the Guard goes to the Of-
þ cer of the Guard and gives him the Parole he received from the 
escort Serjeant. The Ofþ cer of the Guard þ nding the Parole to be 
right, he orders his Serjeant to return to his men and says:

Ofþ cer OTG: òAdvance, Grand (or Town Majorõs) 
Round. Rest your Firelocks!ó

The remaining men of the Guard come to the Rest, while 
the Serjeant of the Guard orders his detail to wheel back from the 
center and make a lane through which the Round is to pass:

Serjeant OTG: òTo the Right and Left, Backwards 
Wheel!ó òMarch!ó

The detail comes to the Recover, wheels backwards one 
quarter turn, and then backs up enough to form a lane for the 
Round.

Serjeant OTG: òHalt!ó - The men come to the Rest. òHalt!ó - The men come to the Rest. òHalt!ó

For the Town Majorõs Round, the Town Major halts the
Round, leaving his escort behind, goes up to the Ofþ cer of the 
Guard, and quietly tells him the Parole. The Ofþ cer of the Guard 
holds the point of his sword to the Town Majorõs breast while he 
gives the Parole. The Town Major having given the Ofþ cer of 
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the Guard the Parole, he then proceeds with his inspection of the 
Guard. Since the Grand Round is taken by the military command-
er, there is one difference: The Ofþ cer of the Guard is to give the 
Parole to the Grand Round Ofþ cer. When the Round has moved 
on, the men are ordered to Lodge their Arms.

Countersign and Parole: While both were included in the 
daily orders, neither the countersign nor parole was given to the 
troops at large. The countersign was given to individuals who had 
reason to cross the chain of guards between dark and reveille, i.e. 
at night. The Parole was given only to ofþ cers and was used to au-
thorize the passage of the chain of guards by a body of men under 
command of an ofþ cer. The parole was given by an ofþ cer to the 
ofþ cer of the guard,  never to a sentry. The exchange of passwords 
was always whispered. 

Warning Shots

If the sentry, upon challenging (òWHO COMES 
THERE?ó), receives no answer, and the party challenged contin-THERE?ó), receives no answer, and the party challenged contin-THERE?ó
ues to approach, the sentry is to cock his þ relock and challenge a 
second time (òWHO COMES THERE?ó). If the unknown party òWHO COMES THERE?ó). If the unknown party òWHO COMES THERE?ó
still advances without answering, the sentry is to present and chal-
lenge a third time (òWHO COMES THERE?ó). If the challenged òWHO COMES THERE?ó). If the challenged òWHO COMES THERE?ó
party doesnõt halt after three challenges the sentry is to þ re on him 
and call out his post number: òPost 6!ó.

 On hearing the shot, the Guard Drummer beats òthe Long 
Rolló. The Guard turns out, and marches to the post of the distur-
bance. Hearing the long roll from the Guard, the Duty Drummer in 
camp beats the long roll in camp, forming the army. 
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Receiving the Rounds at the Guard
The sentry at all Guard areas (the Guard House, the Quarter 

Guard)  will have orders to make the Rounds stand.

Sentry: òWHO COMES THERE?ó - he charges his òWHO COMES THERE?ó - he charges his òWHO COMES THERE?ó
bayonet.

Escort Serjeant: òRounds!ó

Sentry: òWhat Rounds?ó

Escort Serjeant: òGrand (or Town Majorõs) Rounds!óor Town Majorõs) Rounds!óor

The sentry comes to the Rest.

Sentry: òStand, Round! Serjeant, Turn out your Guard! 
Grand (or Town Majorõs) Round!

The Serjeant of the Guard is to turn out the Guard im-
mediately, with shouldered arms, and the Ofþ cer of the Guard is 
to post himself at the head of it. The Guard will turn out with its 
back to the Guard House, in a rank in order from right to left; the 
Serjeant of the Guard, the Corporal of the Guard, four Privates, the 
oldest Corporal, three Privates, the other Corporal, and the other 
Serjeant. The Drummer is four paces behind the Corporal of the 
Guard. The sentry is to remain at his post. 

The Ofþ cer orders the Serjeant of the Guard to take four 
men to advance toward the Round and challenge. When the Ser-
jeant of the Guard comes within six paces of the Serjeant who 
escorted the Round, he is to halt and challenge briskly:

Serjeant OTG: òWHO COMES THERE?ó
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