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Military traditions, customs and courtesies can be a maze of confusing actions, beliefs
and activities to anyone that is new to the military. But they are integral to the identity
and organizational culture of the institution and service members. They often honor
the service and sacrifice of our uniformed members as well as their families.

There is great comfort in customs and courtesies once you understand them. As you
and your family move around the world you will encounter any number of cultures
that may be foreign to you. Whether it’s your first time in Europe or your first time in
the deep south of the United States, while the culture outside the gates may be new to
you (and you should definitely go experience it) there are well established and well-
known traditions on the installation that you will come to know well and participate
in regularly.

When you and your family find yourself in a joint setting learn the specific traditions
of the other services. More often than not they’re pretty similar but go by different
names. But each service has customs (and taboos) that are specific to their unique
mission. Asking questions will teach you a great deal about the history and heritage
of the other services and often teach you something about your own.

Speaking of history and heritage, most all of the military traditions have a root in
practical purpose.

e bugle calls, flags and bosun’s whistles were all forms of communication in the
predigital age

e creeds ensure the beliefs and values of the service are well known and widely
distributed

¢ Dining Ins harken back to meals shared by comrades who shared stories of the
battles in the past, verbal histories were continued, unit pride and camaraderie
was enhanced
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5. Then again not all of the traditions have a practical purpose but they usually have a
pretty good story behind them. In no particular order and with no endorsement
whatsoever here are just a few. Add your favorites in the comments as long as they
can be shared in mixed company

Air Force and Navy aircrew get hosed down after their final flight

At a military wedding with a sword detail, the wife or civilian traditionally
gets a sword-tap to their posterior to “welcome them” to the family.

When a Navy ship crosses the equator, sailors perform the “crossing the line”
ceremony, it can be quite a sight to the uninitiated. Ask your shipmate about
the transition from pollywog to shellback.

If you’re on an Air Force base in the month of March you may notice a
sudden outburst of mustaches. Look up Mustache March and Robin Olds for
more.

Silver Dollar Salutes — you pay for the first one, the rest have to be earned
Navy Shooters launching their boots of the deck with a cat shot
Challenge coins — there’s a whole podcast episode here

Shooting a new platoon leader’s patrol cap (artillery and tankers?)

6. Ifyou find yourself in charge of organizing an event or ceremony contact your
installation Protocol or Executive Services office. Customs and courtesies are their
livelihood and if they can’t help you directly they can surely point you to the right

references and resources. Local protocol books for each installation are usually
available.

7. For the really curious

Army Regulation 600-25 Salutes, Honors, and Courtesy

Department of the Army Pamphlet 600-60 A Guide to Protocol and Etiquette
for Official Entertainment

TRADOC Memorandum 1-16 Distinguished Visitors, Conferences and
Ceremonies

OPNAVINST 1710.7A Social Usage and Protocol Handbook

Air Force Manual 36-2203 Drill and Ceremonies

Air Force Handbook 1 The Airman Handbook

AIR FORCE INSTRUCTION 34-1201 PROTOCOL

MARINE CORPS ORDER P5060.20 W/CH 1

MARINE CORPS DRILL AND CEREMONIES MANUAL

8. History and Heritage

Historical Office, Office of the Secretary of Defense
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U.S. Army Center of Military History
Naval History and Heritage Command

Air Force Historical Support Division

Marine Corps History Division

U.S. Space Force History (it’s just a page right now but they’re hoping to
expand)
U.S. Coast Guard History
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