
A Guide to Wardroom Mess Dinners1 

Introduction 

1. The tradition of holding Mess Dinners is well established. A Mess Dinner provides an 
ideal opportunity for a Mess to dine together in a formal manner, to entertain 
honoured and important guests or to celebrate notable events which appertain to a 
particular ship, Branch or the Service as a whole. 

2. The Royal Naval Reserve Officers’ Club Liverpool (The Sea Urchins) holds an Annual 
Dinner in November which allows Members to entertain their partners in style in the 
formal surroundings of the Mess. 

3. The normal rig is Mess Undress or Black Tie with miniature medals. 
 

Before the Dinner 
 
4. Dinners are usually held at 1900 for 1930 meaning that drinks will be served from 

1900 with an expectation of going in to eat at 1930. Members and guests are expected 
to arrive before the principal guest(s). 

5. It is normal to drink a glass of “fizz” or non alcoholic juice at the reception which is 
held in the Wardroom flat. It is best to avoid long drinks since there will be no 
opportunity to “ease springs” once seated. 
 

Going into Dinner 
 
6. Five minutes before dinner, the gong is sounded. This is to warn attendees that it is 

their last chance to “ease springs”. This is also the opportunity to switch off mobile 
phones. 

7. At 1930, the call will be made for Dinner and attendees should proceed to the Drill 
Deck which will have been decorated and laid up for the Dinner. They should remain 
standing until the top table is seated. 

8. Once seated, do not touch cutlery, crockery, glassware or napkin. When all are seated, 
the President will call upon the Vice President to say Grace. The Vice President will 
normally call upon a Chaplain to say Grace for him. The Grace may be simply that of 
Nelson’s Gunners at Trafalgar – “for what we are about to receive, may the Lord make 
us truly thankful”, or it may be something more relevant to the occasion or the time. 
Guests may then place their napkin on their lap, peruse the menu and engage 
neighbours in conversation. 
 
 
 
 
 



The Dinner itself 
 
9. Once each course has been served, the President will start and all other attendees 

may also start. 
10. Wine will have been placed on the tables and Members are expected to assist their 

neighbours by filling their glass. 
11. Do not attempt to leave the table without first having gained permission of the 

President.  
12. Once all courses have been completed, the President will ask the Vice President to 

“return thanks”. The Vice President will normally ask a Chaplain to do this for him. 
13. Tables will be cleared as far as possible and decanters of port placed on the tables. 

 
The Ceremony of the Port 
 
14. The passing and drinking of port is an integral tradition of the Mess Dinner and the 

routine is quite simple. Decanters will be placed in front of the President and Vice 
President and at strategic positions amongst the guests depending on the table layout. 
The President and Vice President will remove stoppers and this will be followed by any 
other Members who have decanters in front of them. Decanters will be passed to the 
left without taking port themselves. 

15. The decanters will proceed in a clockwise direction around the table(s) and should be 
slid along the table if possible. If there is a lady on your left, pour for her, having first 
poured your own. 

16. Once decanters are returned, the President will replace stoppers and this is followed 
by the Vice President and other members who have decanters in front of them. 
 

The Loyal Toast 
 

17. The President will use the gavel for the Loyal Toast. The President and the Mess are to 
remain seated for the loyal toast. The Loyal Toast in other messes is “The Queen”. 
However, in HMS EAGLET because of our location, it is slightly different2. 

18. The President will say “Mr Vice, the Queen, Duke of Lancaster”. After a slight pause, 
the Vice President will respond “Ladies and Gentlemen, the Queen, Duke of 
Lancaster”. All attendees will then say “The Queen, Duke of Lancaster” (and nothing 
else!) and sip from their port glass. 

19. At the Trafalgar Night Mess Dinner the toast is to “The immortal memory of Lord 
Nelson” and this is drunk in absolute silence. 
 
 
 
 



After the Dinner 
 
20. The President will then declare a ten minute recess to “ease springs”. 
21. Coffee will be served. 
22. Once all attendees have returned to their seats, the President will pass the port 

again. He then stands and gives his speech introducing guests and the Guest 
Speaker. Ladies on the top table will be presented with tokens. On conclusion he will 
ask Members to stand and propose the toast to “Our Guests”. 

23. The Guest Speaker then stands and gives his speech. On conclusion he asks all 
attendees to stand and proposes the toast to “ The Royal Navy, Royal Naval Reserve 
and the Sea Urchins”  

24. The President will then conclude the proceedings by asking all attendees to retire to 
the bar. 
 
Please note that the building and grounds are a No Smoking area. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Adapted from the BRNC Dartmouth publication “Etiquette” provided to Young Officers on entry. 
2. Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II is the current Duke of Lancaster. The title Duke of Lancaster continues 

to be used, even for a female monarch. At gatherings of Lancastrians within the County Palatine and 
worldwide, the toast is: “The Queen, Duke of Lancaster”. www.duchyoflancaster.co.uk 


