Forming the Company


One of the basic evolutions of drill and ceremonies in the Army is the method for forming the company. It is a formal ceremony that goes back many years, and something that soldiers learn about as soon as they arrive at Basic Training. It is good to know as a matter of authenticity, but it has some other benefits.


These instructions are abstracted from FM 22-5, with some observations from experience.

First, it is a sure-fire way of maintaining personnel accountability. Short of a formal muster (where everybody has to be present) it allows the commander to know how many people he has and where they are.

Second, it is a way of instilling the understanding that we belong to an organized, proud, and military outfit. We should never lose that feeling. The reason we still have close-order drill, which used to be the basis of tactics as opposed to ceremony, is to build the reflexive idea of attention and teamwork and reinforce esprit. This is pretty much the purpose for us, in addition to impressing the public.

How to do it


Using Indiantown Gap as an example (since we usually comprise a company there), here is how it works.


A time for formation has been scheduled and posted on the bulletin board. Squad leaders are responsible for assuring that all their soldiers know the time and are available and in the right uniform, with the right equipment.


At formation time (or by the last note of “first call,” which is the familiar tune still used at race tracks to call horses and jockeys to the starting gate), the First Sergeant walks out to the company street (the paved road – called the “hardball” – in front of the barracks) and takes his position where the center of the company will be, six paces in front of the position where the front rank will stand. He blows his whistle and commands “__ Company, FALL IN!” (If bugle calls are being used, he does this after the last note of “assembly”; the company has been forming on its own as described below.)


Platoon guides have moved to the points on which the platoons will dress and squad leaders quickly take their positions at the head of their squads, aligned on the guides.


[We are not used to having platoon guides, but they are a necessary part of drill. The guide is an NCO, a sort of assistant platoon sergeant (though in a pinch the platoon sergeant can act as guide). He marks the base position on which the platoon will form; the guide of the first platoon is the base point on which the entire company will form, and is actually the company guide. If you come to us from the Civil War hobby, he is the “right general guide”. He has very specific functions in dismounted drill, including making sure everybody is marching in a straight line, a skill that has to be learned.]


The platoon sergeants take their positions three paces in front of the centers of their platoons, facing the squad leaders.


As the squad members arrive (pouring out of the barracks), they fall in to the left of their squad leaders; squad leaders note their arrival by name and file. All soldiers fall in at order arms (if under arms) except those carrying the carbine, BAR, etc.; these fall in at sling arms.
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Figure 1: NCOs and other EM fall in for head count.


When the platoons have fallen in (they are not yet “formed”), the platoon sergeant looks at the first squad leader and says: “REPORT.”


The first squad leader salutes (yes, an NCO is saluting an NCO) and renders his report; for example: “Private Slipschitz absent.” NCOs, though they render and return the salute, do not use “sir” – this is reserved for formally addressing those “other people” who are not yet part of the formation. Then the second squad leader salutes and reports: “Private Ryan on detail.” Then the third squad leader salutes and reports: “All present.” The platoon sergeant returns each salute. 

[On saluting: If the company is formed without arms, the hand salute is rendered when taking reports. If the company is under arms as for drill, the salute is given from “order arms” (see FM 22-5). If the company is falling in wearing combat gear and preparing to move to the field, soldiers fall in at “sling arms” and salutes are rendered as in FM 22-5.]


When the last squad leader has reported, and if the company is under arms, the platoon sergeant orders: “Inspection – ARMS!” All soldiers then execute inspection arms as appropriate for the weapons they carry. Presuming no loose rounds or clips are ejected, the platoon sergeant then orders: “Port ARMS! Order – ARMS!” (M1 rifle carriers go to the order; others back to sling arms. NOTE: The command “lock pieces” was discarded by 1943 and replaced with “port arms” or “order arms”)


The platoon sergeant then faces about, which signals the first sergeant that the platoon is formed.


When platoons have formed, the first sergeant commands: “REPORT!” Each platoon sergeant reports in turn with a salute: “One man absent!”, etc.


The first sergeant then command “POSTS!” At this point, the platoon sergeants move at quick time and by the shortest route to their positions in the formation (to the left of the rear squads).


The first sergeant abouts face, signaling the company is formed. At this point (or at his convenience) the company commander takes his position facing the first sergeant, who says: “Sir, one man absent.” At this time the company Guidon bearer takes his position to the left rear of the commander.
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Figure 2: Company assembled and reports taken, first sergeant sends platoon sergeants to their posts.


The company commander returns the salute. The first sergeant abouts face and moves smartly and by the shortest route to his position to the rear of the last file of the center platoon.


The company is now ready to be turned over to its officers.
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Figure 3: First sergeant, platoon leaders, and Guidon bearer take their posts. The company is formed and turned over to the commander.


NOTE: A rifle company would normally form as four platoons: 1st through 3rd rifle platoons, right to left, and the headquarters platoon (including the weapons sections – two LMG squads and three mortar squads) on the left. If it was a full inspection, the company’s jeep and trailer would be parked centered on the rear of the HQ platoon.

NOTE: Military units form from right to left, for reasons that go back to the Roman legion. Because soldiers carried the shield on the left the right side was exposed, and so formations tended to drift nervously to the right in advancing on the enemy. For this reason the steadiest veteran cohort was given the right flank position in the line of battle. The motto of the U. S. 1st Infantry: “To the right of the line”.

“Moving out”


If the company is going somewhere in formation, the simple (and correct) way to move out is as follows:


Company commander orders “Right – FACE!” 


The entire company simply executes right face EXCEPT:


-- the platoon guides, who face about and step to a position in front of the last (now right) rank of the platoon, then face left. They are now in a position to “guide right.” The first man in the last file of each platoon follows the guide.

NOTE: FM 22-5 does not provide details about the guide’s various dances; this information is hidden elsewhere, since it is not necessary for every soldier to know it. 

  -- the platoon leaders move from their positions in front of the platoons to the head of the left file (the position formerly occupied by the guides).


  -- The Guidon bearer and company commander move to the front of the column, Guidon bearer to the left rear of the company commander. 

  -- The first sergeant and any supernumeraries – bugler, company runners, etc. – position themselves behind the commander and Guidon. 
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Figure 4: Company prepared to march in column.

Company mass


One thing we have never done is form in company mass. This is a neat maneuver generally done for parades. I add it for interest, and in the hope we will do it some time.


The maneuver begins as the company marches in column of platoons (as in Figure 4); for this example I have reduced the company to two platoons. To form company mass, the commander orders “Company mass left . . .”


The lead platoon leader commands: “First platoon, mark time!” but nobody actually does anything until the commander gives the command of execution.


At the same time, the next platoon leader orders “Second platoon, column half left . . .”


The commander gives the command of execution: “MARCH!” On this command the first platoon marks time and the second platoon executes column half left. 


The second platoon leader executes “column half right” when he has cleared the rear rank of the platoon ahead, marching now in parallel to the left of the lead platoon. As he comes even with the lead platoon (now the right platoon, he orders “mark time – MARCH” and the ranks of the second platoon take this opportunity to get their dress.


The company commander, once he is satisfied with the alignment, can order “Forward – MARCH!” if he wants to continue or, alternatively, “Company – HALT!”.


This may also be done from the halt. In this case, the command is, again, “Company mass left . . .”


Followed by “First platoon – STAND FAST!” “Second platoon, column half LEFT . . .”


And so on, with the second platoon leader halting his platoon when it is aligned and dressed on the first.
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Figure 5: Company forms in mass, first platoon on the right.

NOTE: Turning movements in a column of platoons are the familiar “column right” and “column left”. When in mass, however, the commands are “left turn” and “right turn”, and are executed a little differently. Because of the time needed for each rank to complete its turn, the first in the pivot file automatically goes to a half step and all ranks go to a half step as they complete their turns. When everybody has completed the turn and the commander is satisfied with the dress and cover, he orders “Forward – MARCH!” and the company resumes quick time (full step).

A perspective


Close order drill changed dramatically in the latter part of the 19th century, but some things stayed the same. The main reason for the changes was technological: the infantry long arm evolved quickly after the late 1850’s from a slow-fire muzzle-loading contraption that could put out 3 rounds per minute to rapid-firing repeaters. This caused a seismic shift from close-order linear combat common in the Civil War to extended-order combat, since a dispersed line of less vulnerable soldiers could now put out a good sustained rate of fire. Basically, all infantry became skirmishers. 


But the basics of close order remained for administrative activities, training, and ceremony – and are still around today.


This doesn’t mean there hasn’t been evolution. Until the days after WWI, infantry had a marching style of some complexity called, informally, “squad drill”. It got this name because squads moved simultaneously as units and as part of the whole. Oddly, this style persisted at West Point until the 1960’s as a matter of tradition (“unhampered by progress”); it ended when President Kennedy insisted that all three service academies have the same size and West Point was obliged to more than double to 4400. Unfortunately, a brigade of 4400 using squad drill simply could not fit on the Plain, where parades are held; reluctantly the United States Military Academy started teaching cadets to use the drill manual they would use as officers. Old grads huffed that the “Corps has gone to hell”, but they are always doing that. 


Since the 1941 drill regulations, there have been only a few changes. At “dress right” all ranks started putting up their arms. “Lock pieces” simply became “port arms” or “order arms”. But the basics have stayed the same, because it looks so damn good.


“Fall in!”
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