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Introduction

When a service member is invited to a formal dinner, a ceremony, or a special event, the mess dressis the

uniform of choice. It represents tradition, discipline, and the highest level of military decorum. For many soldiers, the

transition from the everyday combat or service dress to the polished, ceremonial mess dress can feel like stepping

onto a different battlefield. This guide for mess dress wear army is designed to help you understand every detail—

from the historical roots to the modern regulations, from the components of the ensemble to the etiquette that

accompanies it. Whether you’re a new officer, a seasoned non �commissioned officer, or a civilian partner attending

a military event, this comprehensive resource will give you the confidence to don the uniform correctly and

respectfully.

What Is Mess Dress in the Army?

Mess dress is the formal evening or banquet uniform worn by officers and enlisted personnel at special occasions.

While it shares some elements with other military dress uniforms—such as the insignia, buttons, and trim—its

distinctive features are designed to convey a sense of dignity and ceremony. Historically, the concept evolved from

the 18th �century French “mess d’honneur” and was adopted by the United States Army in the late 19th century to

provide a uniform that was both dignified and appropriate for formal gatherings.

Historical Context

The first U.S. Army mess dress dates back to 1876, when the Army introduced a black coat with silver buttons and

a white shirt for officers attending formal dinners. Over the years, the design has been refined to incorporate

modern fabrics, improved fit, and branch �specific insignia. Today, mess dress remains a symbol of the Army’s rich

heritage, bridging the past and present.

Current Standards and Regulations

Regulation Army Regulation 670 �1(Uniforms and Insignia) provides the definitive guidance for mess dress. The

regulation outlines:

•  Authorized colors and fabrics for each branch

•  Proper placement of insignia, medals, and ribbons

•  Restrictions on accessories such as watches, cufflinks, and jewelry

•  Detailed care instructions to preserve the uniform’s appearance

It is essential for every wearer to consult the latest version of AR 670 �1 before assembling or wearing the mess

dress.

Components of the Mess Dress Ensemble

Mess dress is a multi �piece uniform that must be assembled carefully to meet the Army’s stringent standards. Below

is an itemized breakdown of each component.

Shirt and Tie



The base of the mess dress is a white dress shirtmade from high �quality cotton or a cotton blend. Key features

include:

•  Button �down collar with a subtle gold or silver button

•  Full or half cuff, depending on rank and branch

•  Stiff, hand �pressed front for a crisp silhouette

Accompanying the shirt is a black or dark �colored tiethat matches the coat’s trim. For officers, the tie may feature

a small embroidered insignia or a subtle pattern in the regiment’s colors.

Coat and Jacket

The mess dress coat is a tailored, waist �length garment that often features a double �button front and a distinctive 

silver or gold collar. The coat’s design varies by branch:

•  Army: Black coat with a silver collar and gold buttons

•  Marine Corps: Dark navy coat with a brass collar

•  Air Force: Midnight blue coat with a silver collar

Insignia such as rank badges, branch insignia, and unit patches are affixed to the collar, lapels, or chest area as

dictated by AR 670 �1.

Accessories: Hats, Badges, and Insignia

Hats are optional but often worn by officers at certain events. The most common headgear for mess dress is the 

black peaked cap with a polished brass visor. Other accessories include:

•  Rank insignia (e.g., stars, bars, chevrons)

•  Unit or regimental patches

•  Medals and ribbons displayed on the left breast

•  Watches, cufflinks, and tie pins—only those approved by the uniform regulations

Footwear

Polished black leather shoes are required for mess dress. The shoes should have a shiny finish and a clean, 

wrinkle �free look. Recommended styles include:

•  Oxford shoes with a low heel

•  Derby shoes with a satin finish

•  Black dress boots for certain ceremonial occasions

All footwear must be free of scuffs and stains, and the laces should be neatly tied or replaced with a lace �free style if

permitted.

Step �by �Step Guide to Assembling the Mess Dress

1.  Start with the shirt. Ensure the collar sits perfectly and the cuffs are straight and even.

2.  Fasten the tie. Tie it in a classic knot (e.g., Windsor or half �Windsor) and adjust the length so it ends just 

below the belt buckle.

3.  Button the coat. Align the buttons and secure the coat, ensuring the collar is crisp and the lapels lie flat.

4.  Add insignia. Attach rank, branch, and unit patches according to AR 670 �1, placing them on the collar, chest, 

or sleeve as specified.

5.  Wear the accessories. Put on the hat (if wearing), cufflinks, tie pin, and any approved watches.

6.  Fit the footwear. Slip on the polished shoes, ensuring they are comfortable and properly laced.



7.  Check the final look. Stand in front of a mirror, verify that all components are correctly placed, and that no 

visible stains or wrinkles remain.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

•  Incorrect button placement. Buttons must be aligned with the edges of the coat and should not overlap.

•  Improper tie length. A tie that is too long or too short can look sloppy.

•  Missing or misplaced insignia. Rank badges must be centered on the collar or sleeve.

•  Using non �approved accessories. Jewelry, watches, and cufflinks that do not meet regulation standards can 

result in disqualification.

•  Wearing stained or worn shoes. Footwear must be spotless and polished.

Etiquette and Protocol for Mess Dress Events

Mess dress is not only about the uniform; it’s also about the manner in which it is worn and the behavior that

accompanies it. Below are key etiquette guidelines.

Dining Etiquette

At formal dinners, the following rules apply:

•  Use the proper cutlery set. The silverware should be arranged in a clockwise order, with the knife on the right 

and the fork on the left.

•  Wait for the host or senior officer to begin before starting to eat.

•  Maintain a low voice and calm demeanor. Avoid loud conversations or excessive gesturing.

•  When the meal concludes, stand up, offer a brief thank �you to the host.

Dress Code Variations by Branch

While the Army’s mess dress has specific guidelines, other branches have subtle differences:

•  Marine Corps: The mess dress jacket features a brass collar and a slightly longer coat.

•  Air Force: The coat is midnight blue with a silver collar, and the shirt may have a subtle embroidered insignia.

•  Coast Guard: The mess dress includes a navy blue coat and a white shirt with a small embroidered emblem.

Always verify the branch �specific regulations before attending a joint event.

Care and Maintenance of Mess Dress Items

Proper care ensures the uniform remains in pristine condition. The following practices are essential.

Cleaning and Storage

Do not machine wash the mess dress coat or jacket. Instead:

•  Use a professional dry cleaner that specializes in military uniforms.

•  Store the coat on a wide, padded hanger to maintain its shape.

•  Keep the shirt in a cool, dry place. Avoid folding it; instead, hang it to prevent creases.

•  Use a silica gel packet in the storage area to absorb moisture.

Repair and Replacement

Minor repairs should be handled by a uniform specialist. Key points include:

•  Replace buttons and cuff links promptly if they become loose or damaged.

•  Repair tears or missing patches with a matching fabric and thread.



•  Replace the coat or jacket if the lining is damaged or the fit has become poor.

When replacement is necessary, consult your unit’s supply office or the Army Uniforms Branch for guidance on

procurement.

FAQs About Army Mess Dress

•  What is the difference between mess dress and full dress? Mess dress is typically worn for formal dinners and 

is slightly less elaborate than full dress, which is reserved for state functions and high �level ceremonies.

•  Can enlisted personnel wear mess dress? Yes, enlisted members of the Army may wear mess dress for 

certain events, following the same regulations as officers.

•  What if I cannot afford a new mess dress? Many units provide a mess dress allowance; alternatively, you can 

purchase a second �hand uniform from a reputable supplier.

•  Can I wear a watch with my mess dress? Only a simple, military �approved watch with a dark face and no 

flashy features is permitted.

•  How often should I replace my mess dress? Replace the coat or jacket every 3–5 years or sooner if it shows 

significant wear.

Conclusion
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