WHEN THIRTEEN INCHES ISN’T ENOUGH

By Steve Johsz


When starting in this hobby, we all learned how to stand, how to march, how to perform the manual of arms, and how to form in line of battle or in a column.  We also remember being told that the distance between ranks is thirteen inches.  But always thirteen inches in every situation?  When reading through U.S. Infantry Tactics some time ago, I seemed to remember that different distances were required in different situations, so I thought I would review the manual to see if my memory was correct.

The first reference to distance between ranks can be found in “Formation of the Battalion”, Paragraph 10, which states “The distance from one rank to another will be thirteen inches, measured from the breasts of the rear rank men to the backs or knapsacks of the front rank men.”  Well, the first reference I found was the infamous thirteen inches, so I continued my search.

Finally, in “School of the Company – Lesson III”, Paragraph 133, the following is stated: “When the pieces are carried on the right shoulder, [right shoulder shift] in quick time, the distance between the ranks will be sixteen inches.”  Paragraph 133 also states “In marching in double quick time, the distance between the ranks will be twenty-six inches, and the pieces will be carried habitually on the right shoulder.”  Paragraph 134 states, “Whenever a company is halted, the men will bring their pieces at once to a shoulder at the command halt.  The rear rank will close to its proper distance.” That distance is thirteen inches.

The next reference to distance while marching can be found in “School of the Company – Lesson VI.”  This lesson refers to marching by column in route step.  Paragraph 308 states “At the command march, repeated by the captain, the two ranks will step off together; the rear rank will take, in marching, by shortening a few steps, a distance of one pace (twenty-eight inches) from the rank preceding, which distance will be computed from the breasts of the men in the rear rank, to the knapsacks of the men in the front rank.”  Paragraph 313 also states, “At the command march, the front rank will continue the step of twenty eight inches, the rear rank will take, by gradually shortening the step, the distance of twenty-eight inches from the front rank; the men will carry their arms at will.”

Paragraph 311 again mentions the distance between ranks when carrying the piece at the right shoulder (the pieces were brought to a shoulder in Paragraph 310).  “At the command march, the men will resume the cadenced step, and will close so as to leave a distance of sixteen inches between each rank.”

In summary, the between-rank distance is to be thirteen inches when at a halt or when on the march in cadenced step (common or quick time) with the piece in any position except on the right shoulder (right shoulder shift).  When the piece is on the right shoulder, the distance is to be sixteen inches at quick time and twenty-six inches at double quick time.  While on route step, the distance between ranks is to be maintained at twenty-eight inches.

