


Making of 
the Guard

The DNR Law Enforcement’s honor and 
color guards pay tribute to the fallen and 

provide a public face for the agency.
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funeral home or church several hours in advance to 
check out the room’s layout and practice their steps a 
few times before the family arrives.

Six honor guard members attend each wake and 
funeral. One officer is continuously posted at the head 
of the casket and another at the foot. Both stand in 
“mourning position,” their white-gloved hands clasped 
in front of their belts and their heads bowed low. 

In the meantime, the other four officers remain 
hidden away. Every 15 to 20 minutes, two march to 
the casket to relieve the posted officers. All four come 
to attention and salute one another, then the relieved 
officers retreat from the room as the new ones take 
their positions.

It isn’t easy standing still for such a long period of 
time. At one funeral home, Mullins says the pattern 
of the carpet played tricks on officers’ downcast eyes. 
“It looked like the carpet was rolling like an ocean. 
It made you dizzy.” If an officer becomes fatigued, 
safeguards are in place to continue the detail. The 
officer is to come to attention and march away. Another 
will come to take his place, and no one is the wiser.

Mullins says the changing of the guard can get tricky 
when funeral homes or churches are crowded, but “people 
start noticing what we’re doing, and they start moving out 
of the way.” The exchange is completely silent. Honor guard 
members stay in step by watching one another’s movements. 

W
hen then-Governor Earl Ray 
Tomblin appointed Jerry Jenkins as 
chief of the DNR’s Law Enforcement 
section in 2014, one of Colonel 
Jenkins’ first acts was to speak with 

each DNR officer to solicit ideas for the agency. 
Many officers suggested the agency institute an honor 

guard to serve at the funerals of DNR Law Enforcement 
personnel. “This was something the department had 
never done, and it’s unusual for a police agency not to 
have an honor guard,” says DNR Law Enforcement 
Sergeant Gregg Mullins, who now heads up the honor 
guard program. 

Jenkins liked the idea and asked for volunteers. 
Eighteen officers signed up. The DNR fitted each with a 
new dress jacket, hat, shiny leather gunbelt, Sam Browne 
belt, and shoes—uniforms only to be used during honor 
guard duty. They also received a week of training at the 
West Virginia Army National Guard’s Camp Dawson 
in Preston County. There, they trained with the base’s 
full-time honor guard learning how to march, the proper 
way to stand at the casket, how to move the casket when 
serving as a pallbearer, and how to perform a 21-gun 
volley.

Now, when a former officer passes away, Mullins 
gets in touch with family members to work out the 
arrangements. Honor guard members arrive at the 

Members of 
West Virginia 
Division 
of Natural 
Resources Law 
Enforcement 
Section’s honor 
guard stand 
in mourning 
position before 
the West 
Virginia Law 
Enforcement 
Memorial.
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“There’s never a voice command,” Mullins 
says. 

The honor guard members leave their 
postings during the funeral service, 
although families can ask that the honor 
guard serve as pallbearers. At the burial 
site, honor guard members also fold the 
United States flag on the casket and 
present it to the family.

Should a DNR officer be killed in the 
line of duty, the officer would receive 
“full honors” from the honor guard. In 
addition to the casket, pallbearer, and 
flag services provided at every funeral, 
these fallen officers would also receive 
a 21-gun volley and a “Taps” bugle call 
at their burials. A DNR cruiser with 
black bunting across the windshield and 
light bar on the roof is parked outside 
the church or funeral home. Honor 
guard members are stationed with the 
family until after the burial. “Anything 
the family wants, they’re there to take 
care of them,” Mullins says. The honor 
guard also keeps a member posted with 
the fallen officer 24 hours a day until the 
burial service is completed. “There will 
never be a time when someone’s not with 
the fallen officer,” he says. 

Thankfully, the DNR has not had 
to provide these full honors since the 
program’s origin.

Presenting the Colors
About a year after establishing the honor 
guard, Mullins went to Jenkins with 
another suggestion: the agency should 
also form a color guard to present the 
United States and West Virginia flags 
at special events. Mullins volunteered to 
oversee it.

So, with the colonel’s permission, 
Mullins assembled a group of eight 
DNR officers to form the color guard. 
The group had to be smaller than the 
honor guard and be stationed close 
together, because color guard duties 
require even more precision. “Those guys 
have to practice more because they have 
to march together, do rifle movements 
and flag movements,” Mullins says. “It’s 
something you have to practice.”

 This was something the department 
had never done, and it’s unusual 

for a police agency not to have an 
honor guard.”

SERGEANT GREGG MULLINS, WVDNR Law Enforcement Officer
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The color guard spent days practicing their movements 
before presenting itself for inspection by Jenkins and 
then-DNR Director Bob Fala. “Those four guys represent 
the whole department at one time, so we wanted to 
make sure they looked good, looked right,” Mullins says. 
Jenkins and Fala gave their approval, and the color guard 
was officially born.

One of the group’s first ceremonies was to present 
the colors during a veterans’ event at the West Virginia 
Pumpkin Park in Milton, in Cabell County. Mullins says 
it was a tough crowd for a new color guard. With civilian 
crowds, “you could mess something up and they wouldn’t 
know,” he says. “If you go out in front of military guys 
or law enforcement guys, you’d better have it right. They 
know what you’re supposed to do.” But the guard passed 
with flying colors.

The color guard still holds regular practices to keep 
their movements sharp. The day before each event, 
the four members who will attend spend hours going 
through the motions at the West Virginia State Police 
Academy in Institute. They also arrive at venues hours in 
advance to rehearse their ceremony before crowds arrive. 

Color guard maneuvers are complicated, involving 
perfectly timed, shoulder-to-shoulder marching and 

precise movements with their ceremonial rifles and the 
flags. So it’s important that members are familiar with 
one another. “They have to know what each other’s 
movements are. They can feel when one guy’s starting to 
turn,” Mullins says. As with the honor guard, members 
of a color guard rely on visual cues to keep themselves in 
line—although Mullins will occasionally serve as a fifth 
member and provide verbal cues if members have to 
stand too far apart for visual cues to work.

It requires extreme concentration and is also physically 
demanding—especially when the weather isn’t exactly 
hospitable. “They can’t reach up and wipe the sweat off 
their brow,” Mullins says. 

On Independence Day 2018, the DNR color guard 
presented the colors at a West Virginia Power baseball 
game in Charleston. Temperatures reached the mid-90s 
that day and were still hovering in the upper 70s as game 
time approached. The color guard was roasting in their 
uniforms. Members even ducked inside a walk-in cooler 
in the lower levels of the ballpark to try and cool off. But 
once it was time to head out on the field, Mullins says they 
were all business. They even lingered in uniform for about  
an hour after the opening ceremonies just to talk with 
members of the public. 

 CLOCKWISE 
FROM TOP LEFT  
Honor guard 
dress uniforms 
incorporate 
an over-the-
shoulder Sam 
Browne belt, 
a feature of 
many early 
DNR uniforms. 
DNR color 
guard member 
Joey Reed 
fastens the 
wide leather 
belt on his 
dress uniform. 
All honor and 
color uniforms 
are mostly 
identical, 
although 
sergeants do 
wear stripes on 
their sleeves. 
Color guard 
member Ian 
Sweet fixes 
Reed’s Sam 
Browne belt.
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Outreach and Reaching Out
Although DNR Law Enforcement has a presence all 
over the state, officers don’t often interact with the 
general public. They are mostly only seen by hunters, 
anglers, or boaters. “We’re not walking into Walmart 
and arresting a shoplifter,” Mullins says, although 
officers would have the legal authority to do so.

Having the DNR’s color guard present the U.S. 
and West Virginia flags at sports games, banquets, 
and other public events lends the agency more 
visibility—especially since color guard members 
usually hang around afterward to talk. This makes 
the public more familiar with officers and, Mullins 
hopes, will encourage more young people to seek 
out careers with the agency. That’s why he hopes to 
get the color guard into higher-profile settings like 
college athletic events.

The honor guard, on the other hand, exists for 
an almost opposite purpose. It’s not about drawing 

attention to the agency—it’s about acknowledging 
the service of the deceased. 

Mullins understands the value of this 
recognition. One of his close friends, Michael 
Naylor, who grew up with him in Campbells 
Creek in Kanawha County, ended up as a sergeant 
in the Midland County Sheriff ’s Department in 
Texas, where he also served as commander of the 
department’s honor guard. Naylor was killed in the 
line of duty on October 9, 2014, and the color guard 
he commanded served at his funeral. Mullins didn’t 
get to attend but says he has Naylor on his mind 
every time he dons his DNR dress uniform. 

Even when he’s serving at a funeral of a former 
DNR officer he doesn’t know, Mullins says the 
reverence is the same. “These are guys that retired 
long before I came to this job. But that doesn’t 
matter,” he says. “They wore this uniform, and it’s a 
show of respect.” w

The WV DNR 
Law Enforcement 
Section color guard 
pose at the State 
Capitol.


