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There is no surviving Roman drill manual, thus it is impossible to reconstruct a wholly au-
thentic drill display. However, a system of simple movements has been assembled and 
couched in the Latin vocabulary used by contemporary writers on military subjects. 

Drill commands are given in Latin, but before classics scholars wince, they are mostly in 
the ñcampò or ñdogò Latin of soldiers rather than that spoken by the literate and well 
schooled upper classes. Most military men closer to our modern age have shown a re-
markable ability to abbreviate or destroy the native language to sharpen up their drill 
movements. We have therefore followed the same practice, believing it unlikely that hu-
man nature has changed so much even after 2,000 years. 

Whenever drill is taught or practised those in command must stress its object. It must 
never be used as a punishment, but always as a means of raising standards within a body 
of men. Smart drill is, however, dependent upon a number of factors: discipline, practice 
and the correction of faults. Correction should not be taken as criticism but rather as assis-
tance. Each man must become aware of his own contribution to the squad. He must be 
able to maintain his enthusiasm and cheerfulness no matter how many times he is cor-
rected and despite tiredness and discomfort. 

Equally important for our portrayal of Roman soldiers is to remember that military disci-
pline is founded on drill. However, such discipline is also based on mutual trust and re-
spect, and derived from pride: pride in the unit and its performance, and pride in your per-
sonal appearance and behaviour. 

So, while we do this for fun, donôt forget that to represent a well drilled, disciplined body of 

men, the discipline must  also come from within. 

Forward  

The aim of drill is to produce a soldier who is proud, alert and obedient.  It also 
provides the basis of teamwork. 

The drills in this manual are laid out and designed to be used as a set of increasingly difficult 
skills lessons. In common with modern practice, and although not formally stated, the skills 
lessons are intended to be delivered under the following conditions: 

The Training Ethos  

It is imperative that every member of the Drill Squad gives unhesitating and unquestioning 
obedience when representing the unit before the public. Military discipline, drill practice and 
showmanship must, and will, be maintained at all times while you are representing the 
group, in kit or out of it. 

 

The standards for the Drill Squad are set deliberately high in both equipment and perform-
ance. It is up to every member to uphold these standards and also to ensure that, where 
possible, they are improved. 

 

It is intended to use Songs, Chants, Battle Cries and Drill Commands in Latin to help create 
the illusion to the public of a shift in time. Explanation, demonstration, imitation and practice 
will be given in due course, but the sooner you can learn them, the sooner you will be on 
parade. 

Place and time: As appropriate. 

Conditions: Field or Indoor Arena. 

Equipment: See the GENERAL heading to each set. 

Level: To the instructorôs satisfaction. 
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Sometimes there is no need for an introductory word of command, where parts 2 and 3 are often telescoped 
into each other, e.g. Inten...Te! 

Importantly, where there are conjoined parts, the rhythm of command should not be broken. The time intervals 
between parts 2 and 3 should be ideally two paces and one pace; but this can altered by many other factors. 

A typical command sequence may be ñVEXILATIO INTENTEò given as: 

The Art of Giving Commands  

All words of command must be clear and powerful since the way in which they are given affects the reaction 
which they inspire. A word of command is divided into three parts: 

Introductory: This tells the squad what movement they are about to carry out, i.e. Dextrorsum vos... 

Cautionary: The drawn out and loud continuation, i.e. Desponi... 

Executive: The high pitched, sharp command, i.e. ...Te! 

Vexilatio! Snapped out, loud and clear! 

Inten... Loud and clear but with a drawn out last syllable... 

...Te! Barked out! 

The Executive word of command MUST be given on the correct foot when marching, thus avoiding unsightly 
straggles & imprecise alignments. 

When, later on, you are chosen to command a squad, individual instruction in giving words of 
command will be provided. 
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Definitions  

Alignment : A straight line on which a squad is formed or is to form. 

Covering : The act of placing oneself directly behind another body. 

Directing Flank : The flank by which a squad takes its dressing. 

Supernumerary Rank : The extra rank, third in two ranks, formed by the squadôs officers depending on 
circumstances. 

Distance : The space between men or bodies from front to rear. 

Dressing : The act of aligning oneself with and covering others within a squad. 

File : Either two or three men in different ranks who are covering each other, or 
 
A squad in two ranks facing a flank. 

Single File : Men one behind another on a frontage of one at normal marching distance. 

Depth : The space occupied by a squad from front to rear. 

Blank File : A file in which there is no centre and rear man, or no rear man, due to the ine-
quality of numbers within a squad. This file is the second from the left in two in 
ranks. 

Flank : Either side of a squad as opposed to its front or rear. 

Frontage : The extent of ground covered laterally by a squad, measured from flank to 
flank. 

Interval : The lateral space measured between men or squads on the same alignment. 

Line : Troops formed on the same alignment. 

Markers : Soldiers employed to mark points on which a movement is to be directed or by 
which a formation is to be regulated. 

Order  (Close or Open): The distance between ranks in line which is either 750mm (30ò) or 1500mm 
(60ò) depending on circumstances. 

Rank : A line of men side by side. 
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Foot Drill at the Halt: Unarmed (1)  

Foot drill at the halt forms the basis for all other manoeuvres. The intention from hereon is to present the ele-
ments of a typical drill session in a readily understandable format, providing step-by-step instructions to speed 
up your inclusion in the Drill Squad. 

As all words of command are in Latin, the English meaning is relegated to a secondary place, but retained for 
your information. Do not worry about the Latin at this stage as it only looks hard. With practice, reacting to Latin 
words of command becomes second nature. The agreed pronunciation of Latin words and phrases are given in 
the brackets. 

The term ñunarmedò means not carrying a Pilum (javelin) or Hasta (spear), or Scutum (shield). If available, a 
Gladius or Spatha (short and long swords, respectively) should be worn - as should a Tunica (tunic) and Lorica 
(armour). It is always preferable to train in the clothing and equipment you will be wearing for displays. Where 
such items are not available, however, do try wearing something like them, e.g. a large t-shirt, shorts and san-
dals, as this will accustom you to what might be a somewhat unfamiliar feeling. 

ñINTENTEò is otherwise known as the position of Attention and is the position from which all other drill move-
ments can originate. Both feet are flat and firm on the ground, heels in line and touching, with the feet set at an 
angle of 45° from a line, front centre of the body (see below), both knees are braced. Arms are straight and 
held into the sides of the body, the forearms forced in behind the hip bones and the wrists straight. The hands 
are closed with the thumb vertical and facing to the front, the backs of the fingers touching the thigh. The shoul-
ders are held down and back to bring the chest to a normal position without straining or stiffening. The head is 
held up with the chin raised and the mouth closed. The eyes are open - still, and looking just above their own 
height. The body is now in the position of Attention. 

Intente  Attention  

(In - ten - tay)   


