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Annex C 
1085-20-8 (Trg O) 
11 Dec 19 
 
Mess Dinner Etiquette Memo 

 
1. RSVP. A formal event normally includes a formal invitation and response. The 
invitation contains important information such as expected dress and arrival time, as well 
as an RSVP. This initialism is derived from the French phrase répondez s'il vous plaît 
meaning “please respond”. For 918 Squadron, cadets will normally be given an invitation 
by way of an info notice and announcements, with an RSVP response via online sign up 
and deposit. Guests will normally be provided with a formal written invitation. 
 
2. Dress. Normally identified in the invitation, cadet mess dinners are formal affairs 
and have a similar level of dress. Uniformed members (military and cadet) normally 
attend in mess dress, a military version of formal evening wear. Civilian guests will 
normally attend in black-tie formal wear. This typically means a tuxedo, or dark business 
suit, or evening gown. At 918 Squadron, cadets will typically wear C8 Mess Dress, with 
a white collared shirt and black bowtie strongly recommended. Head dress and nametag 
are not required. 
 
3. Assembly. Members should arrive and assemble by the time specified, usually one-
half hour before dinner is served. For example, if the invitation states 19:00 for 19:30, all 
diners should arrive by 19:00. At 918 Squadron, this assembly time is also when 
attendance is taken and your deposits will be returned. 
 
4. This pre-dinner gathering allows members of the Squadron to socialize and 
entertain guests prior to dinner. Diners should also use this time to check the seating plan. 
If there are new members or guests unfamiliar with mess dinners, customs and 
procedures should be explained. 
 
5. Pre-Dinner Calls. A bugler or piper will sound a short “warning for dinner” tune 15 
minutes before dinner and another five minutes before dinner. These calls will be 
supplemented by a verbal reminder from the PMC or VPMC. These calls permit 
personnel to prepare themselves for a lengthy meal. Tradition dictates that diners do not 
leave the table without prior permission from the PMC, thus, diners often visit the 
washrooms during these pre-dinner calls. Cadets are most strongly advised to heed this 
advice. 

 
6. Commencement. Diners should make their way into the dining room and identify 
their assigned position immediately following the assemble call five minutes before. If 
refreshments are available during assembly, they should remain in assembly and not 
brought into the dining room. The PMC shall escort the guest of honour to their position, 
and provide for escorts to other guests at the head table unfamiliar with mess dinners. A 
piper or bugler may play as diners find their positions. 
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7. Members and guests should stand behind their chairs until the PMC calls upon a 
designated member to give thanks for the upcoming meal. Either the Airman’s Prayer or 
a simple thanks (“We give thanks for the meal we are about to enjoy.”) is appropriate. 
Dinners are welcome to personally engage in their own religious traditions and customs, 
or simply give silent acknowledgement and appreciation to the assembled diners and 
opportunity to enjoy a meal amongst friends. Afterwards, diners shall seat themselves. 

 
8. Mess Dinner Behaviour. Since a mess dinner is a formal function, protocol dictates 
that members conduct themselves as befits the occasion. Immature or offensive behaviour 
will not be tolerated. It is considered poor manners to engage in discussion of 
controversial subjects, act boisterously, spontaneously propose toasts, eat before the head 
table, or talk after the PMC has called for attention or rapped for order. 

 
9. It is an old convention to avoid clapping at formal dinners. The origin is uncertain, 
but may stem from a desire to not interrupt conversation or other diners, particularly as a 
response to live music played in the background during the meal. Although this 
convention is fading, at 918 Squadron, where appreciation is to be expressed, a light, 
rhythmic rapping of a hand on the table is appropriate. Tapping of utensils against glass, 
china, or the table is not acceptable. 

 
10. Polite conversation with those diners immediately to your left and right is expected. 
Conversing with those directly across from you is acceptable. Loud and boisterous 
volume to communicate across the room is disruptive and rude. Messages may be passed 
to facilitate communication, but be aware that intercepted messages may be read or 
announced aloud by the PMC. Subtlety and grace are key. 

 
11. The PMC shall ensure that a high standard of decorum is maintained. Diners 
demonstrating inappropriate behaviour will find themselves subject to warning and 
potentially corrective action, should their course of action not improve. 

 
12. Seating. Diners should sit straight and avoid placing elbows on the table. Napkins 
are to be laid across the lap and never tucked into a collar. Once seated, it is tradition to 
remain seated until the conclusion of the formal dinner (except for toasts). If a pressing 
matter of personal administration arises, permission may be sought by the PMC to leave 
the table, either with subtlety or by gaining their attention with a formal request. 

 
13. Formal Place Settings. For the uninitiated, the array of cutlery and complexity of a 
formal dinner place setting can be intimidating. In brief, there is normally a specific 
utensil or set on the table for each course, which is removed along with that course in due 
time. If in doubt, start from the outside and work inwards. 
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14. Food should be consumed from utensils, and the lifting of bowls and plates is not 
advised. Utilizing utensils as impromptu instruments or mock writing implements is in 
bad taste. “Crossing over” by switching knife and fork hands is not ideal. Requesting 
seconds or trading food between diners is equally impolite. If an item is not to your 
liking, simply leave it. If your plate is being cleared before you have finished, surrender it 
gracefully. Placing your utensils together, angled to approximately the four o’clock 
position will assist servers by indicating you are finished that course. 
 
15. Passing the Port. At the conclusion of the meal, all china, glasses (except water and 
those used for toasts), tableware, napkins, etc. are removed from the table. A steward 
reports to the PMC with a port decanter. The PMC removes the stopper, pours a partial 
glass, samples it as one would wine before serving it, and passes the decanter to the left. 
In accordance with CAF custom, and in emphasis of the flying aspect of the Air Force, 
the port decanter should never touch the table during this ceremony. Each diner pours 
their own glass, taking care not to spill, before passing the decanter to the left. Once all 
diners have charged their glasses, the VPMC receives and pours before the PMC, who is 
last. The PMC places the stopper back into the decanter, which is removed by a steward. 
No one may touch their port until the Loyal Toast has been proposed. At a cadet mess 
dinner, no alcohol is served. Port shall be substituted with a suitable replacement. Cadets 
with medical limitations may toast with water instead. 

 
16. The Loyal Toast. The Loyal Toast is always the first toast. After the port has been 
passed, the PMC raps for silence, rises and, addressing the VPMC, says, “Mr/Madam 
Vice, the Queen of Canada”. The VPMC may be addressed in French in the following 
manner, "Monsieur/Madame le/la Vice President(e), à la santé de la Reine du Canada,” 
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The VPMC then rises and, addressing the diners, says “Ladies and Gentlemen, The 
Queen” or “Mesdames et Messieurs, la Reine.” If the PMC addresses the VPMC in 
English, the VPMC replies in French, and vice-versa. Diners should then stand at 
attention, raise their glasses, and respond with “The Queen” or “La Reine,” and 
immediately drink to her health.  

 
17. Squadron Toast. The 918 Griffon Squadron toast shall be conducted with Squadron 
mess dinners. The designated member rises and, addressing the diners, says, “To 918 
Griffon Squadron.” Diners should then stand at attention with their glasses on the table. 
The designated member shall raise their glass and say, “Fortes Soli.” Diners then raise 
their glass, respond with “Fortiores Una,” and immediately drink to the Squadron. 

 
18. Other Toasts. Additional toasts may be conducted as appropriate, normally to 
recognize the general efforts of groups that have contributed to the health and success of 
the Squadron such as “the parents”. Toasts to individuals are to be avoided, and toasts are 
generally assigned to designated personnel to deliver in advance. The same format is 
generally followed, and diners shall be seated between each toast. It is not appropriate to 
drain your glass after each toast, or to clink with other glasses. A small sip to ensure each 
toast can be recognized will suffice. There will be no second opportunity to charge 
glasses. 

 
19. Marches. Marches are often played at mess dinners. It is common and customary 
for all diners to be identified by their associated march past. It is appropriate to stand at 
attention for your march or participate in the unique traditions of your unit or branch 
during said march. Normally one does not stand for other marches, except marches of 
units in which one has served. For example, an Air Force Officer who served in a naval 
unit may stand for both the RCAF March Past and Heart of Oak. This generally extends 
to include previous service, even if you are a past or retired member, or identify with 
more than one (e.g. a current Air Cadet who previously aged out of Navy League). At the 
conclusion of the march, it is appropriate for those who participated in the toast to pick 
up one’s glass and take the salute. 

 
20. Following the Toasts. Diners seat themselves following the toasts and conversation 
may resume. Coffee may be served to the head table. Toasts and acknowledgements to 
the Chef, Band, piper or bugler may occur, in appreciation of their services.  

 
21. Speeches. Speeches are normally kept short, in recognition of the length of formal 
dinners and average age of cadets in the Squadron. However, an invitation is generally 
made for the C/Sqn Comd, CO, and Guest of Honour to make a short speech should they 
desire. Presentations may also be made at this time. 

 
22. Departing the Dining Room. At the conclusion of the formal dinner, it is customary 
for all diners to stand for the departure of the head table. The PMC shall escort and 
accompany the head table, while the VPMC remains in the dining room. Upon the 
departure of the head table, the VPMC shall conclude the formal event, announcing to the 
remaining diners, “Esteemed Guests and Colleagues – We have dined.” 
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23. After Dinner. If there is time remaining, diners can retire to a lounge, where a much 
more relaxed atmosphere is maintained. This is an opportunity for all diners to become 
better acquainted. Cadets shall remain for announcements and directions, and may be 
directed to assist in tear down and clean up before dismissal. 
 
 


