
Th e Custom of the Th ree Volley Rifl e Salute
 

Th e Ceremonial Salute rendered by a military fi ring 
party is one that is as old as the profession of arms.  
Traditionally, a fi ring party was used to indicate to an 
opposing force that the duty of burying the dead was 
complete and that battle was ready to commence again.  
Today, the tradition of three volleys, though obscured 
by time, continues to be used as a fi nal farewell to a 
soldier who served this country with pride and honor.

If you wish to provide feedback, please contact 
the Vandenberg Honor Guard by writing to:

30 FSS/HG
Vandenberg AFB, CA 93437

(805) 606-3654

The
United States

Air Force

Vandenberg AFB
Honor Guard

To Honor With Dignity

Message of Condolence: 

On behalf of the President of the United States, the 
Department of the Air Force, and a grateful nation, we 
off er our nation’s fl ag for the faithful and honorable 
service of your loved one.



Origin of “Taps”

During the Civil War, in July 1862 when the Army of 
the Potomac was in camp, Brig. Gen. Daniel Butterfi eld 
summoned Pvt. Oliver Wilcox Norton, his brigade 
bugler, to his tent. Butterfi eld, who disliked the colorless 
“extinguish lights” call then in use, whistled a new tune 
and asked the bugler to sound it for him. Aft er repeated 
trials and changing the time of some notes which were 
scribbled on the back of an envelope, the call was fi nally 
arranged to suit Gen. Butterfi eld and used for the fi rst 
time that night. Pvt. Norton, who on several occasions, 
had sounded numerous new calls composed by his com-
mander, recalled his experience of the origin of “Taps” 
years later: 

“One day in July 1862 when the Army of the Potomac 
was in camp at Harrison’s Landing on the James River, 
Virginia, resting and recruiting from its losses in the 
seven days of battle before Richmond, Gen. Butterfi eld 
summoned the writer to his tent, and whistling some 
new tune, asked the bugler to sound it for him. Th is 
was done, not quite to his satisfaction at fi rst, but aft er 
repeated trials, changing the time of some of the notes, 
which were scribbled on the back of an envelope, the 
call was fi nally arranged to suit the general. 

“He then ordered that it should be substituted in his bri-
gade for the regulation “Taps” (extinguish lights) which 
was printed in the Tactics and used by the whole army. 

Th is was done for the fi rst time that night. Th e next day 
buglers from nearby brigades came over to the camp of 
Butterfi eld’s brigade to ask the meaning of this new call. 
Th ey liked it, and copying the music, returned to their 
camps, but it was not until some time later, when gener-
als of other commands had heard its melodious notes, 
that orders were issued, or permission given, to sub-
stitute it throughout the Army of the Potomac for the 
time-honored call which came down from West Point.

In the western armies the regulation call was in use until 
the autumn of 1863. At that time the XI and XII Corps 
were detached from the Army of the Potomac and sent 
under command of Gen. Hooker to reinforce the Union 
Army at Chattanooga, Tenn. Th rough its use in these 
corps it became known in the western armies and was 
adopted by them. From that time, it became and re-
mains to this day the offi  cial call for “Taps.” It is printed 
in the present Tactics and is used throughout the U.S. 
Army, the National Guard, and all organizations of 
veteran soldiers. 

Gen. Butterfi eld, in composing this call and directing 
that it be used for “Taps” in his brigade, could not have 
foreseen its popularity and the use for another purpose 
into which it would grow. Today, whenever a man is 
buried with military honors anywhere in the United 
States, the ceremony is concluded by fi ring three vol-
leys of musketry over the grave, and sounding with the 
trumpet or bugle “Put out the lights. Go to sleep”...Th ere 

is something singularly beautiful and appropriate in the 
music of this wonderful call. Its strains are melancholy, 
yet full of rest and peace. Its echoes linger in the heart 
long aft er its tones have ceased to vibrate in the air.“

Origin of the “Pallbearer”

“Pallbearer” is the modern name for those individuals 
who carry a casket to the grave. Th e name and ceremo-
nial function is far older. In ancient Rome, when a man 
died, his cloak, or “pallium,” was spread over his body or 
coffi  n as it was carried from the home to the cemetery. 

A group of men would bear the body on their shoulders. 
By the time of the Middle Ages in Europe, the “pal-
lium” had become a “pall” that was rectangular and was 
used to cover the coffi  n especially as it lay in a Christian 
church. By this time, one group of men would bear the 
body and a second group of men would march beside 
them in the procession, holding the hem of the pall to 
keep it from blowing off  in the wind. Th e pall was loaned 
by the church or guild for member funerals, and it was 
very decorative and might even have an elaborate coat of 
arms. Th e pall is still used in certain religious denomina-
tions to cover the casket while in the church. In military 
or State funerals, the national fl ag serves as a pall over 
the casket. At some point, the second group of bearers 
disappears from the ceremony but the slightly incorrect 
name remains.
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