Rear Rank Firing Position in Von Steuben’s Regulations - Zacchary Pace, 2d SC Regt
In Steuben drill as practiced by most reenacting units, the rear rank firing position involves: a) the left foot remaining in place, and b) the right foot stepping diagonally, forward and right. This places the musket in-between and a safe distance ahead of soldiers in the front rank. This position, however, puts the rear rank in an awkward stance, stretching forward and off-balance. A review of Steuben’s Regulations, along with commentaries by Col. John F. Grimke, 4th SC Regiment, from December 1778, shows the current rear rank firing position practiced by reenactors is incorrect.
     Section III of the Manual Exercise is usually cited for the firing positions in both front and rear ranks:
Take – Aim! One motion.


     Step back about six inches with the right foot, bringing the left toe to the front…
     This places the muzzles of the second rank directly over the right shoulder of the front rank, and perilously close to their faces, even by 18th century standards. So, to make this safer, reenactors have adjusted the position so that the rear rank steps forward with the right foot. However, the front rank is simultaneously stepping backward with their right feet, so the rear rank must take a large diagonal step forward with the right foot while keeping their left foot fast. This creates a very awkward and off-balance position.
     Reenactors attempt to have the rear rank carry out the rear rank foot position under “Take Aim” in the Manual Exercise, yet the presence of a rear rank isn’t mentioned under that command. It never tells them to do anything; it never even says BOTH ranks will do this. In fact, the presence of a rear rank is NEVER mentioned in the whole Manual Exercise section, save in the command “Charge Bayonets.”
     What if there is a fundamental misinterpretation of this section? In the section before this one, Steuben orders that soldiers be instructed individually and in a single rank. Then comes the Manual Exercise, after which men are to be exercised in their companies. I believe that Steuben wrote the Manual Exercise section to be done in only one rank. The exercise simply cannot be done in two ranks. The obvious problem of the rear rank muzzles at “Take Aim” has been noted; further, the commands of “Ground/Take Up Firelocks” are impossible to carry out. But doesn’t Steuben mention the rear rank under the command “Charge Bayonet”? Yes, but I suggest that this is simply a poor editorial decision. There is no bayonet drill, nor anywhere else that would be convenient to place the specifications on the rear rank body position at the Charge (though perhaps a more appropriate place would be under Chapter XI, Article 2, “Of the Charge with Bayonets”).

     This confusion in the printed regulations has left reenactors trying to fit a square peg in a round hole. We have based our firing positions on the wrong section of the drill. Steuben fully addressed the position of each rank’s firing position in the section entitled (oddly enough):
     Position of each Rank in the Firings…

     Many reenactors have dismissed this section because it treats each rank as firing independently from the other. I suggest that Steuben wrote it this way to show clarity between each rank’s firing position, NOT to suggest that firing by ranks has an inherently different position than when firing by company. Why would the rear rank only step over when the front rank isn't firing?
     Here are the commands as written:
Rear rank! Make Ready! One motion.

     Recover and cock as before directed, at the same time stepping about six inches to the right, so as to place yourself opposite the interval of the front rank [underlined by author].
Take Aim! Fire!

     As before explained. [i.e., step back about six inches with the right foot…]

     In December 1778, Lt. Col. John Ternant, newly appointed Inspector General for the Southern Department, arrived in Charleston, S.C. He began instructing the southern officers on the new Steuben drill. He did not have printed copies as of yet, so the officers were obliged to take notes. The notes of Lt. Col. John F. Grimke, 4th SC Regiment, have survived in the manuscript archives of the South Carolina Historical Society. He specifically addresses the rear rank firing position, not in a Manual Exercise context, but in the context of being in action:
The Custom for the Soldiers of the Second Rank to carry their Right foot opposite to the interval of the next file (being occasioned by the necessity of stepping over the Leggs [sic] of the men in the front Rank when kneeled down as in the order of three deep) is become in our present order not only useless by but even Pernicious. It throws the Body into a vacillating & unsettled Position which renders the leveling of the musquet very uncertain. The Soldiers of the rear Rank therefore instead of that movement will make a short side step with both Feet to the Right at the word of Command “Make Ready” & at the word “Take Sight”*, They are to carry the Right Foot behind the Left in the same manner as the Soldiers of the Front Rank, firing in the same Position as This & Stepping again to the Left afterwards to Cover their File Leader.
*Note: “Take Sight” is Steuben’s original wording of “Take Aim”, prior to publication of his Regulations in 1779
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     In other words, the S.C. Continentals had been using a modified version of the British 1764 drill, in which the men deployed in three ranks (see illustration). The men of the 2nd rank stepped out with just the right foot, due to having THREE ranks, the first of which kneeled. The 2nd rank couldn't shuffle over because of the legs of the front rank being in the way; they had to step over the front ranks' legs with just the right foot. This was necessary but was awkward. Eventually, the southern troops began deploying in two lines, but never modified the drill position of the second rank. Now that the men are in TWO ranks, with the first on NOT kneeling, there is no need for the clumsy off-balance method of leaning out with the right foot. Steuben corrected this oversight. Now the men will step over and be able to stand upright and take better AIM ("leveling the musquet"), which Steuben makes clear is now more of a priority than just "Presenting".
     This observation was written by a trained lawyer/officer, based on instructions from the mouth of the Southern Department Inspector General, himself a Steuben protégé. Steuben’s Regulations have several contradictions, but here we have clarification of what Steuben intended from a man who was there.

     So, at the “Make Ready”, the rear rank side-steps to the right, placing themselves in-between the front rank men (I suggest to perform this in two counts). At “Take Aim”, both ranks step back six inches with the right foot. Immediately after firing, both ranks assume the Priming Position (feet in an “L”, facing 45 degrees to the right); the rear rank side-steps to the left (again in two counts), again covering behind their file leader.

     Since this “Take Aim” position puts the muzzles of the rear rank closer to the faces of the front rank than our does current reenactor practice, inevitably some reenactors will view this as a being “unsafe.” This is not the case. The distance between the two ranks is specified at two feet; this places the muzzles of the rear rank approximately 32”-36” in front of the front rank, depending on musket type. This is a perfectly safe distance, IF the men in the rear rank maintain proper distance from the front rank, and both ranks take the correct size step back when firing. Even given slight discrepancies in execution, the muzzle clearance should never fall below 24”, still a quite safe distance. As with all of our activities regarding weapons on the field, proper training is the key to safety, NOT a dependence on redesigned drill to make up for poor execution by reenactors. Proper drilling and deployment of the men (recruits on the front rank, more experienced men in the rear) is essential. If we train our men adequately, there is no safety issue.
     This new rear rank footwork will require a bit more practice than what we are used to doing, but in the end it will result in less cluttered ranks and better execution. And, of course, it also is more historically accurate.

     By the way, Grimke also states in no uncertain terms that the men advanced into action at the POISE, but that is another story…
Typical Reenactor Firing Practice

First Position
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Make Ready! (both ranks stand fast)
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Take Aim! (right foot: FR back, RR fwd)
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Fire! (assume priming position in 1 count)
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Steuben Regulations

First Position
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Make Ready! (RR shifts right in 2 counts)
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Take Aim! (both ranks: right foot back)
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Fire! (RR in 2 counts: left then right)
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