Protocol Matters

By Joe Hellner

Several folks have asked me to talk about the nautical tradition of “side-boys”.  In addition to Navy ceremonies, we also see side-boys reflected in yacht club ceremonies.  For formal ceremonies, yacht clubs will often post an “honor guard”, typically consisting of four, six, or eight people standing two, three or four on each side, respectively.  Most formal yacht club ceremonies reflect a symbolic “coming aboard” where a VIP exchanges salutes and passes through the honor guard, salutes the ensign (national flag), and then exchanges salutes with the “Officer-of-the-Watch” (also known as the Officer of the Deck, which arguably only applies when the ship is underway).  

Honor guards are used in variety of ceremonies.  In nautical ceremonies, the honor guard protocol evolved from the use of “side-boys”.   In the old sailing days, the nautical tradition of Piping the side originated in the method of arrival onboard of visiting captains and admirals, frequently portly gentlemen, who were often hoisted onboard from a small boat while the boatswain passed orders to the men with his boatswain's call.  In those days, coming aboard a ship meant either climbing up a rope ladder or being hoisted aboard in a boatswain's chair.  In response to the call, the men would assemble to form a side party to provide help as needed.  The number of “side-boys” needed was a factor of the weight of the person being hoisted in, and not unusual for the higher the rank, the more side-boys needed.  When the visitor was safely hoisted aboard, the side-boys would salute the visitor, who would return their salute prior to greeting the Officer-of-the-Watch.   If the hoist was not needed, the side-boys would salute as soon as the visitor’s head appeared above the quarter deck.  The side-boys and the visitor hold their salutes until the visitor completely passes through the side-boy ranks.

I am unaware of a yacht club protocol for the number of persons in the honor guard, which is often based on availability of persons from the American Legion, Coast Guard Auxilliary, Power Squadron, Shrine, etc. available to do the honors.  The Navy, however, still maintains strict protocols according to rank of how many side boys are stationed.   As you might expect, the president gets eight, the maximum number.  


Till next time, see you around the Bay!

