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The  history  of  flight  is  inextricably  linked  to  military  aviation,  and  a  tangible
representation of this history lies in the decorations, medals,  ribbons, badges, and
insignia awarded to members of the Army Air Force (AAF) and the United States Air
Force (USAF).  Understanding these awards provides a  fascinating glimpse into the
bravery,  service,  and sacrifice of  airmen throughout the decades.  This  comprehensive
guide explores the evolution, significance, and distinctions of these important symbols
of military achievement.

From Army Air Force to US Air Force: A Legacy of
Honors
The Army Air Forces, established in 1941, inherited many decorations and awards from
the earlier aviation units within the US Army. When the independent United States Air
Force was created in 1947, it adopted and adapted many of these awards, creating new
ones to reflect its unique role and responsibilities. This transition resulted in a complex
yet fascinating system of recognition that continues to this day. Many of the early
awards, such as the Air Medal and the Distinguished Flying Cross, have direct lineage
from  the  AAF  era,  showing  the  continuous  thread  connecting  the  two  branches.
Understanding this history adds depth to the appreciation of these honors. One crucial
element to understand is the evolution of insignia, which has mirrored technological
and operational changes within the Air Force.

Types  of  Air  Force  Awards:  Decorations,  Medals,
and Ribbons
The USAF awards system is tiered, with decorations representing the highest level of
achievement, followed by medals, then ribbons.

### Decorations: The Highest Honors

Decorations  are  the  most  prestigious  awards  given  for  extraordinary  heroism  or
exceptional service. Examples include:

Medal of Honor: Awarded for conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of
life,  above  and  beyond  the  call  of  duty.  This  remains  the  highest  military
decoration in the United States, regardless of branch.
Air Force Cross: Awarded to airmen who distinguish themselves by extraordinary
heroism  or  extraordinary  achievement  while  participating  in  aerial  flight.  This
award  directly  correlates  to  the  Distinguished  Service  Cross  awarded  to
members of the other branches.
Distinguished Service Medal: Awarded for exceptionally meritorious service to
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the United States in a duty of great responsibility. This can be awarded for service
in combat or non-combat roles.

These  are  highly  sought-after  awards,  demonstrating  exceptional  bravery  and
dedication.

### Medals: Recognition of Meritous Service

Medals recognize meritorious achievements and service below the level of decorations.
Examples include:

Air Medal:  Awarded for  meritorious achievement while  participating in aerial
flight. This is a frequently awarded medal, reflecting the numerous missions flown
by Air Force personnel.
Purple Heart: Awarded to members of the US Armed Forces wounded or killed in
action against an enemy of the United States. This is not exclusive to Air Force
personnel but frequently awarded to airmen.
Legion  of  Merit:  Awarded  for  exceptionally  meritorious  conduct  in  the
performance of outstanding services and achievements.

The  criteria  for  these  medals  vary,  highlighting  different  aspects  of  outstanding
performance  and  service.

### Ribbons: Symbols of Achievement

Ribbons  represent  a  wide  range  of  achievements  and  awards,  often  indicating
participation in specific campaigns or decorations received. These are worn on uniforms
and provide a visual representation of an airman's accomplishments. Ribbons serve as
a vital part of military awards and recognition, providing a summarized overview of
a person's career. The visual representation of these ribbons often plays a key role in
signifying  an  airman's  dedication  and  achievements.  The  classification  and
organization of ribbons often follow chronological order or by campaign, highlighting
the varied nature of Air Force operations.

Badges  and  Insignia:  Marks  of  Qualification  and
Specialization
Beyond  medals  and  ribbons,  badges  and  insignia  denote  specific  skills,  qualifications,
and roles within the Air Force. These include:

Pilot  Wings:  Indicate  qualification  as  a  pilot,  with  various  types  of  wings
indicating different aircraft or missions.
Aircrew  Badges:  Similar  to  pilot  wings,  these  denote  qualifications  in  other
aircrew roles such as navigators, flight engineers, and combat systems officers.
Specialty  Badges:  These  represent  specific  areas  of  expertise  such  as  missile
maintenance, pararescue, or combat rescue. These specialized badges highlight
the diverse skillsets within the Air Force.

The  Significance  and  Continued  Relevance  of  AAF
and USAF Awards
The decorations, medals, ribbons, badges, and insignia awarded to members of the AAF
and USAF serve not only as recognition of individual service but also as a testament to
the vital role of air power in American military history. These awards tell stories of
courage,  innovation,  and  sacrifice,  inspiring  future  generations  of  airmen.  The  awards
system  continues  to  evolve,  reflecting  the  changing  nature  of  warfare  and  the
expanding responsibilities of the Air Force, ensuring that the legacy of service and
achievement  is  accurately  represented.  The  study  of  these  awards  offers  a  valuable
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opportunity to understand the complexities of military history and the dedication of
those  who  serve.  Further  research  into  specific  awards  and  their  associated  military
history can provide a more detailed understanding of the context and impact of each
honor.

FAQ
Q1: What is the difference between a decoration and a medal?

A1: Decorations, like the Medal of Honor or Air Force Cross, are awarded for acts of
extraordinary  heroism  or  exceptional  service,  representing  the  highest  levels  of
achievement. Medals, such as the Air Medal or Purple Heart,  recognize meritorious
achievement  or  service,  often  for  specific  actions  or  contributions.  Decorations  are
generally  more  prestigious  and  rarer  than  medals.

Q2: How are ribbons related to medals and decorations?

A2: Ribbons are a visual representation of medals and decorations awarded. They are
worn on uniforms to show a summary of accomplishments. Each ribbon corresponds to
a specific medal or decoration, providing a concise visual record of an airman's service
history.

Q3: What are the different types of pilot wings?

A3:  Pilot  wings  vary  based  on  the  type  of  aircraft  flown,  such  as  fighter  pilot  wings,
bomber pilot  wings,  or  helicopter pilot  wings.  There are also different designations for
various levels of experience and achievements.

Q4: Can a person receive multiple Air Medals?

A4:  Yes,  the Air  Medal  is  awarded for  each act  of  meritorious  achievement  while
participating in aerial  flight.  An individual  can receive multiple Air  Medals  for  different
missions or actions.

Q5: Where can I find more information about specific awards?

A5: The official website of the United States Air Force, along with various military history
websites and museums, provides detailed information on specific decorations, medals,
ribbons,  and  badges.  Many  books  and  scholarly  articles  also  offer  detailed  studies  of
military awards.

Q6:  What  is  the  significance  of  the  transition  from  Army  Air  Forces
decorations  to  USAF  decorations?

A6: The transition highlights the evolution of the Air Force as an independent branch of
the military. While many decorations were adopted, the creation of new awards and the
adaptation  of  existing  ones  reflects  the  unique  challenges  and  responsibilities
associated  with  independent  air  power.

Q7: How does the USAF awards system compare to those of other branches?

A7:  While  the  overall  structure  (decorations,  medals,  ribbons)  is  similar  across
branches,  the  specific  names  and  criteria  for  awards  often  vary  to  reflect  the  distinct
roles and missions of each service. There is some overlap, particularly with awards like
the Medal of Honor and Purple Heart.

Q8: Are there any planned changes or updates to the USAF awards system in
the future?

A8: While no major overhauls are currently anticipated, the USAF awards system is
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continuously  reviewed to  ensure  its  relevance  and  accuracy  in  reflecting  the  evolving
nature of  military service and technological  advancements.  Minor  adjustments and
updates are possible to accommodate changes in roles and responsibilities.

Deciphering the Markers of Valor: A Deep Dive into
Army  Air  Force  and  US  Air  Force  Decorations,
Medals,  Ribbons,  Badges,  and  Insignia
The chronicle of military aviation is intricately woven with the strands of its awards and
distinctions. From the pioneering days of the Army Air Force (AAF) to the independent
might of the United States Air Force (USAF), acknowledging service and valor has been
a  cornerstone  of  its  ethos.  Understanding  the  details  of  the  decorations,  medals,
ribbons, badges, and insignia worn by airmen past and present provides a engrossing
glimpse  into  the  rich  tapestry  of  Air  Force  exploits.  This  article  will  examine  this
complex system, shedding light on its development and meaning.

The AAF, a component of the US Army until 1947, inherited and adjusted many existing
Army awards. Post-World War II, the newly established USAF retained numerous AAF
decorations,  while  also  introducing  new  ones  to  reflect  its  unique  function  and
operational  setting. This amalgamation creates a dynamic system of awards,  often
intermingling in their requirements and meaning.

One of the most distinguished awards is the Air Force Cross, the second-highest military
decoration awarded for remarkable heroism. This coveted award, equivalent to the
Navy Cross and the Army's Distinguished Service Cross, honors acts of courage above
and beyond the call of duty. The Airman's Medal, on the other hand, praises heroism
not directly related to combat, highlighting acts of valor in peacetime or non-combat
circumstances.

Medals,  representing  specific  accomplishments,  differ  from decorations,  which  denote
acts of courage. Examples of medals include the Air Force Achievement Medal, awarded
for considerable contributions, and the Air  Force Commendation Medal,  recognizing
meritorious service or achievement. Ribbons, worn on the uniform, indicate the awards
earned, serving as a graphic record of an airman's service history.

Badges, different from medals and ribbons, identify a distinct skill, qualification, or role.
Pilot  wings,  for  instance,  signify  flight  training  completion,  while  combat  crew badges
mark participation in risky missions. These badges are not only markers of proficiency
but also a source of pride for the wearer.

Insignia, including rank and unit designation, complete the pictorial presentation of an
airman's standing. The intricate detail and evolution of insignia over time mirror the
transformations in Air Force organization, gear, and policy.

The study of AAF and USAF decorations, medals, ribbons, badges, and insignia provides
a engrossing perspective on the history and ethos of American military aviation. This
intricate system provides hints into the evolution of air power, the diverse roles of
airmen,  and  the  appreciation  given  to  service  and  sacrifice.  Understanding  these
emblems is not merely an endeavor in historical appreciation; it is a testament to the
loyalty and valor of those who serve.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the difference between a medal and a ribbon?  A medal is a tangible
award, often worn on formal occasions. A ribbon is a scaled-down representation of the
medal, worn daily on the uniform.

2.  How  can  I  find  out  more  about  specific  Air  Force  awards?  The  Air  Force
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Personnel Center website and various defense history resources provide comprehensive
information on specific awards and their criteria.

3.  Are  there  any  resources  available  to  help  identify  AAF  and  USAF
decorations?  Many  books,  digital  platforms,  and  museums  present  images  and
accounts of Air Force awards.

4. How are decorations and medals awarded? The method involves submitting a
detailed description of  the feats  that  justify  the award,  followed by a  review and
approval process.

This article only skims the surface of the immense subject of Army Air Force and US Air
Force decorations. Further exploration will undoubtedly uncover even more about the
engaging history and culture of military aviation and the individuals who safeguard our
liberties.
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