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FLAG ETIQUETTE 
AND ROUTINE 

Members of the Los Angeles Yacht Club are expected to be knowledgeable of the proper 
flags to use as well as to follow the established routines at all times, so that our club be 
recognized in the yachting community as an example of the tradition. Not-with-standing it 
gives genuine pleasure and pride to have on board and display the traditional flags and 
signals that have been a part of yachting for so many generations. 
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FLAG INVENTORY 

All members should have on board an inventory of the proper flags and signals. 

ENSIGN (mandatory) 
The yacht Ensign of 13 stars encircling an anchor was established by Congress in 1849 
to be displayed aboard documented yachts. Also the National Colors may be displayed in 
lieu of the ensign, particularly in foreign waters. Regarding the latter, please understand 
that foreign port officials are not familiar with the yacht ensign that is often mistaken for 
the national colors of Liberia. 

FLAGS OF FOREIGN NATIONS (as required) 
It is proper courtesy to display the flag of a foreign nation at the foremost starboard 
spreader flag halyard when entering or cruising in foreign waters 

UNION JACK (recommended) 
A rectangular flag of the Union of 50 stars on a blue field to be displayed at a bow staff (at 
the bow, not pulpit) or from a jury to the head or fore stay. The Union Jack may be 
displayed when moored or at anchor on Sundays, holidays or when the vessel is dressed. 

CLUB BURGEE (mandatory) 
The description of the Club's Burgee was found in a copy of the 1909 yearbook and now 
appears in the by-laws. The distinguishing signal of the Club shall be a triangular 
pennant, the hoist to be two-thirds of the fly; the luff to be a blue triangle extending 
two-fifths of the length and coming to a point in the center line of the pennant, joined by a 
red diamond extending to and including the fly of the flag; above and below white 
triangles covering the balance of the space. Official colors of the blue and red shall be 
those of the American Flag. The whole flag shall be bound with a narrow blue border of 
the color in the luff, approximately one-quarter inch for pennants up to twenty-four inches 
on the fly and approximately one sixty-fourth the length of the hoist for larger pennants. 

PRIVATE SIGNAL (highly recommended) 

Usually a tapered swallow tail pennant, sometimes a rectangle or triangle. The tradition of 
the private signal or "house flag" currently used dated back to the 18th and 19th centuries 
when the sailing ship lines were at their peak. Many line owners were yachtsmen and 
carried their "house flags" to their yachts. Many of our Club members' private signals 
have been in their families for generations. 

If a member does not have a private signal, it is recommended that thought be given to a 
design that is both simple for easy recognition and identification and timeless in design to 
insure its continual use by future generations. Traditionally initials are not used. 
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OTHER SIGNALS 

Owner Absent (recommended)—A dark blue rectangular signal. When hoisted can often 
save the frustration of rowing across a cove or harbor only to find the owner gone ashore. 

Owner Absent Guest Aboard (optional)—A rectangular dark blue signal with a white 
diagonal strip starting from the upper corner of the hoist. 

Owner at Meal (optional)—A white rectangular flag for those who care to dine undisturbed 
to so indicate. 

INTERNATIONAL CODE FLAGS (optional) 

A set of these signals is both practical for cruising and necessary for dressing ship. Flags 
may be displayed for signaling using the "International Code of Signals" for definition of 
the codes. (Publication H.O. 102) 

STAFF COMMODORES PENNANT 

Staff Commodores of the Los Angeles Yacht Club should display a blue pennant, with 
three five-pointed stars in white, directly under the Club Burgee at all times, except when 
visiting other clubs or harbors where the pennant is not recognized. On those occasions 
the standard Staff Commodores signal should be displayed (a blue rectangle with three 
white stars encircled by a line square knotted at the bottom). 

The fly of this pennant should be the same length as the yacht's Burgee, with the hoist 
one-fourth of the fly tapered to a square-cut end one-third of the hoist. 

 

SIZE OF FLAGS 

All flags should be of the proper size for easy recognition and identification. 
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YACHT ENSIGN OR NATIONAL COLORS 

The fly shall be a minimum of one inch per foot of the overall length of the yacht, with the 
hoist two-thirds of the fly. Length overall should include boomkin, stern davits, bowsprits 
and platforms for better proportions. 

BURGEE, PRIVATE SIGNAL, OWNER ABSENT, OWNER AT MEALS, GUEST, AND 
INTERNATIONAL CODE FLAGS 

For sail boats - Fly to be a minimum 1/2", for each foot from the waterline to the highest 
mast truck. 

For power boats - Fly to be a minimum of 1" for every foot of length overall including bow 
platforms. 

These are minimum lengths and should these dimensions come out to be in between 
sizes of burgees available, the larger size should be used. 

Both sizes are minimums and larger flags and signals are acceptable and often more 
desirable for better visibility. 

STAFF COMMODORES' PENNANT 

The same length of the fly as the Burgee. 
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ROUTINE 

When a yacht is in commission and manned, the following routine and etiquette applies. 

TIME 

Yachts and shore stations shall make colors at 0800 and at sunset (from the Nautical 
Almanac or following the lead of the Senior Officer Present). When making colors the 
Yacht Ensign or National Colors is hoisted first, followed by the Club Burgee, then the 
private signal, and lowered in inverse order. 

When in company with a vessel of the United States Navy, or Coast Guard, or at a United 
States Naval or Coast Guard Station, or in the home anchorage of another club, time is 
taken from such vessel, station or dub. 

Yachts that will be unmanned at sunset should make colors before leaving. 

ENSIGN 

The United States yacht Ensign or National Colors is displayed between 0800 and 
sunset. 

(a) When at anchor, at the stern staff. 

(b) When under way in inland or channel waters and when meeting or passing other 
vessels on the high seas, weather and rig permitting by: 

1. Marconi-rigged sailing yachts, at the stern staff or at leech of the aftermost sail, 
approximately two-thirds the length of the leech above the dew. 

2. Gaff-rigged sailing yachts, at the after peak, or stern staff. 3. Sailing yachts under 
power alone, at the stern staff. 

4. Power yachts with gaff, at the gaff or stern staff. 

5. Power yachts without gaff, at the stern staff. 

(c) The ensign is never made up and broken out. 

(d) Yachts having overhanging mizzen booms, self steering vanes or amidships back 
stays that preclude the placement of the ensign staff on the center line should locate 
the staff socket to starboard as close to the center line as possible. 
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BURGEE 

The Burgee is displayed wherever the ensign is hoisted, but may also be displayed 
separately, at anchor or under way, by: 

(a) Single-masted yachts, at the truck. 

(b) Sailing or power yachts with two or more masts, at the foremost truck. 

(c ) Single-masted or two massed sailing yachts with encumbered truck at the foremost 
lower starboard spreader. 

(d) Mastless power yachts with bow staff, at the bow. 
 

ALTERNATE BURGEE DISPLAY POSITIONS 

The tradition over the past 100 years in yachting is that the Club Burgee is displayed at 
the truck using a staff or "pig-stick" as shown in the above diagrams. Mastless yachts or 
single massed yachts may display the Club Burgee from a bow staff as depicted above. 

In recent years the Los Angeles Yacht Club and other Southern California Yachts Clubs 
have adopted the starboard spreader as an alternate location for the Burgee to 
accommodate yachts whose trucks are encumbered with wind indicators, antenna and 
other electronic gear. However, the Burgee must be hoisted "two-blocks" to the spreader. 
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Note 

TRUCK STAFFS: the Flag Etiquette and Protocol Committee would like to help anyone 
wishing to follow the long established tradition of displaying the Club Burgee at the truck. 
If you are interested in learning how a staff and halyard can be made up and installed 
please call any member of the Committee who may also suggest sources or professional 
assistance. 

PRIVATE SIGNAL 

The private signal may be displayed whenever the Ensign is hoisted, but may also be 
displayed separately at anchor or underway by: 

(a) Single-masted sailing yachts at the truck in place of the burgee or if the truck is 
encumbered, then at the starboard spreader below the burgee. 

(b) Yachts with two masts, at the aftermost truck. 

(c) Single-masted power yachts with bow staff, at the truck. 

(d) Mastless yachts at the bow staff in place of the burgee. 
 

NOTE: The Private Signal may be displayed while at the dub anchorage, Howlands' Cove 
or Emerald Bay in lieu of the Burgee. 

FLAG OFFICER'S FLAG 

A flag officer may display his flag day and night in the place and instead of his private 
signal, except when racing or displaying the burgee of another club or the race 
committee's flag. 

STAFF COMMODORE'S PENNANT 

The staff commodore's pennant is displayed immediately below the Club Burgee. 

RACE COMMITTEE'S FLAG 

On a yacht acting as race committee boat, the Race Committee's flag is displayed at the 
main truck in place of the flag otherwise there displayed, at all times while acting as such. 

UNION JACK 

While moored or at anchor on Sundays, on holidays or when dressing ship, the union 
jack may be displayed at the jackstaff between morning and evening colors by sailing 
yachts and by power yachts. 

ABSENT FLAG 

A rectangular blue flag may be displayed at the starboard foremost spreader between 
sunrise and sunset at anchor or under way when the owner is not on board. An absent 
signal does not exempt a yacht from observance of prescribed routine. 
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GUEST FLAG 

A rectangular blue flag with a white diagonal stripe from top of hoist to bottom of fly may 
be displayed at the starboard foremost spreader between sunrise and sunset at anchor or 
under way when guests are aboard during the absence of the owner. 

OTHER FLAGS 

Flags authorized by naval, military or recognized yachting organizations may be displayed 
at option in accordance with their respective regulations. 

RACING 

Yachts when racing will not display any flags except when instructed otherwise by the 
Race Committee. 

ORDER OF COLORS 

When making colors short handed, the ensign shall be hoisted first, followed as rapidly as 
possible by the club burgee and the private signal. Flags are lowered in inverse order. 
Colors are hoisted smartly but lowered ceremoniously. The Club Burgee and Flag officer's 
flags, though normally displayed day and night, may be lowered and hoisted at colors. 
ENTERING PORT BEFORE OR AFTER COLORS 

On entering or leaving a port before or after the time for making colors, a yacht shall 
display her flags provided there is sufficient light for them to be recognized. Colors shall 
be lowered promptly after anchoring. 

HALF-MASTING FLAGS 

The ensign is half-masted only on occasions of national mourning. On Memorial Day, the 
ensign is half-masted from 0800 to 1200. On the death of a yacht owner, the burgee and 
his private signal are half-masted on his yacht. When a yacht club orders mourning for a 
member, other members' yachts at anchor, the clubhouse and stations half-mast the 
burgee only for a period of 3 days. Flags shall be first mast-headed and then lowered to 
half-mast. Before lowering from half-mast, flags shall be first mast-headed, and then 
lowered. The ensign is mast-headed before making or returning a salute. 

SALUTES 

ENSIGN SALUTES 

All salutes herein provided shall be made by dipping to the ensign once, lowering the 
ensign to the dip and hoisting when the salute is returned. All salutes shall be returned. 

a) Vessels of the United States and foreign navies may be saluted. 

b ) When a yacht in which a flag officer is embarked comes to anchor, all yachts may 
salute, except where there is a Senior Flag Officer present. 

c ) When a yacht comes to anchor where a flag officer is present, such flag officer may be 
saluted. 
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d) A Junior Officer anchoring in the presence of a Senior may salute, and the salute shall 
be returned by the senior flag officer only. 

e) Yachts passing may salute, the Junior saluting first. 

f) On yachts displaying no ensign or displaying an ensign which cannot be dipped by the 
use of the halyards, the captain renders and returns salutes by a hand salute or by 
doffing cap or hat. 

g) All salutes shall be returned in kind. 

RACE COMMITTEE BOAT 

A yacht acting as Race Committee boat should neither salute nor be saluted while 
displaying the committee flag. 

GUNS 

(a) Guns maybe used to call attention to signals, but their use otherwise shall be avoided. 

(b) Yacht club shore stations and the flagship during a club cruise may mark the time of 
colors with one gun, except on Sunday when guns are not fired. Traditionally the 
Senior Officer Present may signal morning colors with the striking of eight bells and 
sundown with the firing of one gun. 

 
BOATS 
PRECEDENCE 

Upon entering and leaving boats, deference is shown Seniors by Juniors entering first 
and leaving last. 

BOAT FLAGS 

When in boats, Flag Officers display their flags, captains their private signals, and 
members the Burgee. When on duty the Fleet Captain and Race Committee display their 
distinctive flags. The flag of the Senior Officer embarked has precedence. When two 
boats are approaching the same gangway or landing stage, Flag Officers have the right of 
way in order of seniority. 

BOAT BOOMS 

Whenever possible, boat booms should be rigged in at night. Otherwise a white light shall 
be shown at the outboard end. 

BOARDING AND LEAVING YACHTS 

Owners and guests board and leave from the starboard side. Crew and service boats use 
the port side. Club launches must approach members' boats bow to bow on the starboard 
side. 
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PROCEDURE 

VISIT OF FLAG OFFICER 

When a Flag Officer makes an official visit, his flag, if senior to that of the yacht boarded, 
shall be displayed in place of the burgee while he is on board. A Flag Officer embarked in 
a boat, not displaying his distinctive flag, should be considered as present in an unofficial 
capacity. 

DISTINGUISHED VISITORS 

A yacht should display the personal flag of a national, state or municipal officer, or the 
national ensign of the country of a distinguished foreign visitor, when such a person is on 
board. This flag is displayed in place of the private signal or flag officer's flag for the 
President of the United States, and in place of the burgee for all other officials and 
visitors. 

DRESSING SHIP 

On the Fourth of July and other special occasions yachts may dress ship when at anchor 
or moored. The International Code Flags are displayed from the waterline forward to the 
waterline aft over bowsprits or boomkins, using weights at the ends in the following order 
arranged to effect color patterns throughout: 

Starting forward: AB2, UJ1, KE3, GH6, IV5, FL4, DM7, PO 3rd repeater, RN 1st repeater, 
STO, CX9, WQ8, ZY 2nd repeater. 

To achieve proper spacing, measure the full length described above and divide by 39. 
Ensigns, Burgees, private signals and Flag Officers flags shall not be included among 
code flags and pennants in the hoist in dressing ship. 

Note: 

If there are any questions not covered, contact The Flag Etiquette and Protocol 
Chairman or Committee members. 

CLUB CRUISE 

A yacht which has joined the Squadron during a yacht club cruise shall request 
permission before leaving. When meeting squadrons of other clubs, salutes are 
exchanged by the senior officers present. When meeting a single yacht, the 
salute is answered only by the flagship. 

WHEN VISITING PORTS OF OTHER NATIONS 

Between morning and evening colors, when at anchor, or under way, the foreign 
national ensign is displayed by mastless yachts at the bow staff; by 
Single-masted yachts at the starboard spreader, and by yachts with two or more 
masts at the foremost starboard spreader. In many countries the international "Q" 
signal for Quarantine is first displayed until clearance is obtained after which the 
flag of the nation being visited is hoisted. 

PROCEDURE 

VISIT OF FLAG OFFICER 

When a Flag Officer makes an official visit, his flag, if senior to that of the yacht boarded, 
shall be displayed in place of the burgee while he is on board. A Flag Officer embarked in 
a boat, not displaying his distinctive flag, should be considered as present in an unofficial 
capacity. 

DISTINGUISHED VISITORS 

A yacht should display the personal flag of a national, state or municipal officer, or the 
national ensign of the country of a distinguished foreign visitor, when such a person is on 
board. This flag is displayed in place of the private signal or flag officer's flag for the 
President of the United States, and in place of the burgee for all other officials and 
visitors. 

DRESSING SHIP 

On the Fourth of July and other special occasions yachts may dress ship when at anchor 
or moored. The International Code Flags are displayed from the waterline forward to the 
waterline aft over bowsprits or boomkins, using weights at the ends in the following order 
arranged to effect color patterns throughout: 

Starting forward: AB2, UJ1, KE3, GH6, IV5, FL4, DM7, PO 3rd repeater, RN 1st repeater, 
STO, CX9, WQ8, ZY 2nd repeater. 

To achieve proper spacing, measure the full length described above and divide by 39. 
Ensigns, Burgees, private signals and Flag Officers flags shall not be included among 
code flags and pennants in the hoist in dressing ship. 

Note: 

If there are any questions not covered, contact The Flag Etiquette and Protocol 
Chairman or Committee members. 
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SHORE STATIONS 

The mast is considered as the mast of a ship standing to windward out to sea. At 
L.A.Y.C. shore stations: 

(a) The United States yacht ensign may be displayed between morning and 
evening colors at the gaff. 

(b) The Burgee is displayed between morning and evening colors at the truck. 

(c) Honors are paid a foreign visitor by displaying his national ensign 
simultaneously with the United States yacht ensign, between morning and 
evening colors, at the starboard yardarm with the United States yacht ensign 
at the gaff. 

(d) The flag of Flag Officers present may be displayed at the starboard and port 
yardarms in the order of seniority, between morning and evening colors, 
during their presence on the club grounds or station. 
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