Protocol Matters

By Joe Hellner

We are again into that time of year where many clubs hold a Commodores Ball, which often include a Change of Watch ceremony.  The “Change of Watch” is actually when the new officers are sworn in and assume their duties and for practical reasons is usually done at a club meeting.  Sometimes a small reception will follow the swearing in but the main event is the Commodores Ball.

For many clubs around the Chesapeake Bay and throughout the country, one of the most important and significant annual events is the Commodore’s Ball.   As a club and as friends we come together, in recognition and appreciation of our good fortune, to celebrate our love of boating and the water, to renew our commitment to the continued success of our club, and to recognize our fellow members who volunteered to lead and represent us as officers and board members.   To this end, a formal ceremony is conducted to mark the occasion, to thank those who have led us, and to affirm our commitment to those who will lead us. Club members are encouraged to bring friends and family.  We also recognize and welcome representatives from other clubs and organizations to affirm bonds and strengthen friendships.   Often the Queen of the Chesapeake will attend and speak as a symbol and ambassador of the all the clubs together.  Club princesses will often attend symbolizing the next generation and our faith that we will pass on to them a bright future in the yacht club community.  Finally, we gather to honor our new Commodore, who, by many years of committed service to our club and its members, has been given the honor, trust, and responsibility to serve as club leader, symbol, and ambassador.  

The sacrifices and support of the Commodore’s 1st Mate are equally recognized.  Traditionally, the 1st Mate wears white to the Ball and, if a woman, is given the title First Lady.   First Gentleman is an appropriate title for a man and will likely be the term used for the spouse of our first female President of the United States.  Yacht Clubs seeking a more nautical title may wish to use “First Captain” or “First Mate”.  These nautical titles can be used for a man or woman.

For working clubs with little or no paid staff, the Commodores Ball is one of the few occasions where all members can sit back and enjoy themselves while someone else does the work.  As anyone who has been involved with a wedding recently will testify, the cost per person is typical of a catered formal event at halls in our area.  The Ball Chairman, in conjunction with the desires of the incoming Commodore, each year attempts to find reasonable balance among costs and the service provided.   In general, attire is pretty much what you might wear to an evening wedding reception with the addition, as appropriate, of many folks wearing winter yacht club uniforms.   Tuxes are fine but are not required.  

Representing officials at a Commodores Ball should be in the formal uniform of the club or organization they are representing.  For all other persons who do not otherwise have an official role at the Ball, a uniform is optional but encouraged in the spirit of the occasion.  A properly worn uniform shows respect to the host club and pride in your own club or organization.

Uniforms should be worn properly and completely until the end of the Ball.  Women wearing uniform skirts should wear long ankle length skirts.  Men should wear Bow Ties.  The most formal “party” or dinner uniform involves a special short jacket and cumber bund with an ankle length skirt for women or suspender held high waist pants for men.  This style of uniform is called “Mess Dress” by our Armed Services, and, although not often worn by yacht club officers in our area, is very appropriate for a Commodores Ball.  If you know a service member who will be attending a Commodores Ball, they should be advised that wearing their uniform would be appropriate and appreciated and that they should wear “Mess Dress” or a formal uniform suitable to the occasion and season.  After the ceremonies, the host club Commodore may relax the dress code by making an appropriate announcement but, until such an announcement is made, please don’t loosen or remove neckties and/or unbutton/remove jackets.

Till next time, see you around the Bay!

