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HISTORY OF THE AIR FORCE GOOD CONDUCT MEDAL

The Air Force good conduct medal has a long and ri
are derived from thousgands of yeare in the refinement of

Ite rocts
nhiecta to honor individuals for accomplishments or hravery.
In 1974, 1 received my first Air Force Good Conduct Me
proud to have it awarded to me. But gsome of the pride was
by the way it was presented. I wasg at a annual recordsg re
firgt learned that I wasg eligible to wear the Good Conduct
medal wag never formally presgented to me. The records cle
through a cabinet fto locate one and tossged it on the desk
wag my introduction to the Air Force Awards and Decoratinns

Through the years, I have been awarded many different
decorations, some for personal achievement and otherg for

contribution to the Air Force or my squadron’s mission. Yet, through
these years I have wondered why the Air Force Good Conduct Medal hasg
been treated with such indifference.

I would like to explain the importance of the Air Force Good
Conduct Medal by tracking isg history from itg ancient predecesgsors
o what it i& today. By understanding the history behind medals, 1%
becomes clear that the Air Force Good Conduct Medal iz part of a
rich, hiztoric heritage.

I will explain he

w awards for personal bravery and achievements
uged in ancient Rome, as well as influenced our preszgent decor i

gyzhbem. I will alzo explain how the Britigh military decoration
customg have molded our current traditionsz. I will dezoribe the

svolution of our country’s military decorations from Revolutionary War
timeg until the present, highlighting the impact on Enli it
members . inally, I will desgscribe the Good Conduct Medalsz from our
sigter gervices and their influence upon the Air Force adopting a Good
Conduct Medal of her own. Any gtudy of military awards must first
g#tart with the very first awarde given for bravery and high
achievement .

isted mil

vx}

ANCIENT INFLUENCE ON MILITARY AWARDS

The practice of the ancient R
gmall branchesz of laursal asg symbol
I i 1 by Frank Don . ,
F. after hig victory
were 2peeches Th £l $111
th made of z2mall branchez of laurel on
the first Medal of Honor It was not wortih
wag the greatesgt award that any Roman could
he was the besgt, most outsgtanding, man in
book Gladiators, Michael Grant states, "The
e presented with palm branches ag a prize,
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United Stateg us=e tko
Britigh Victorian Crossz,

& and the Vietnamese Cvosa
igng uged in military decorati
ngulished Service Cross, Navy CP_
inguighed Flying Cross. The degi
and honor ascociated with them dlw
their beginnings. The wreaths of laurel had one drawha
quickly wilted and did not last very long.

To overcome this problem, metallic medals came in
were probably an off-shoot of the coinage of the day.
at the time had portraits of Emperor’'sz on them with a
gomewhere in the design. The wreath was either worn b
the coin or it was placed along its outer edges. In F
hook The Medal, he writes, "To replace the laurel wrea
something that would lagt, something that a man could
that he had won high honorsg, metallic medals came into
with the laurel wreath eng
the beginning of the med 1
It wazg in the Middle Age
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MEDALS IN THE MIDDLE AGES
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The Middle Ages gave rige to the use me
ily identifying individuals who have dwmons
ee 0of bravery or other gervice fta the crown.

Medal, Mr. Donovan writesg, "Every order of kni
identify itsg members. King Arthur’s knight
probably wore medal that zhowed they were
The Knights of the Golden Fleece wor

the Knights of Jerugalem, and al

{(4:3) Mr. Charles P. McDowell iden
ag first to usge medalg t
in hig book Military an
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the middle ages firgt the monas
of knighthood uged ornate badges=s to
thege kinds of badges were awarded f
gtrikingly simple: those who p
gervice to the crown of to the gtate
individuals, and th
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TED STATES MEDALS

Dur:ing the Revolutionary War, the United Htates had no medals o
decoration gystem in the military. The thought of military men heing
awarded wearing medals wasg rejected. It wasg felt that medals were
a concept far monarchies, not for Americansg. In The Medal, Mnr
Doncovan writeg "...most pecple felt that medals were not proper for
Americansg They said, "If European soldiers wear medalg it’s a good
reazon why American soldierz should not. We want no kings, no
knights, nec nobles-and no medals. Medals are not demccratic.”™"(4:5)
ITf thig was the popular feeling, how did the United Statesz come to
present gystem of awards and decorations?

In the earliest days of this country, Congress did nrezent
medals per sfe. They were more tokens of appreciation and were not
designed to be worn. They were large and only minted as necegsgary for
gpeaci oocagions. Thege were not awarded by the military, bhut b
Congr The firgt medals presented to military membersz for a purely
milit act were the Andre Medals.

Andre Medals were pregented to three enlisted men for
0 qep*@mb@r 21, 1780, o three captured

- PPN e -1
& L Jenera .

aar.

Commander in Chief, and although they were
what might well have been a military act
military decorations in the modern sensze. " (8:C
degigned ag a military medal wae the Badge
today ag the Purple Heart.

THE PURPLE HEART IS THE FIRST UNITED STATES MILITARY

DECORATION
Gaorgs well the trials that his
ed . Tt = velop gome kind of award for
g e highegt of standards in the military. He wanted
£ at could be presented by the Commander in Chisf to
reccegnize gervicesg rendared Tt wag alzo hig idea that th
decoration could be awarded to all membersz of the military and not
jugt the sgsenior individuals He wanted to recognize the «fforts of
the enlisted man ag well Thig wag a unique idea The Armiesg of
Eu n i had decorationsg, but they wevre jusit for the

ropean countries
rz and vanking

+
b
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General Washington establizhed the Badge of Military Merit on
August 7, 17872, It is the oldest of any United Stateg military
decaoration In Military and Naval Decorationz of the Inited Stateg,
Mr. McDowell quotes General Washingtons corder of the day: "The
General, ever degirousg to cherigh a virtuoug ambition in hig coldiers,
ag well azg to foster and encourage every specieg of Military Merit,
directe that whenever any sgingularly meritoﬁiuvs action iz pevrfarmed,
the anthor of 1t ghall be permitted to wear on hiz facings, over the
ieft breast, the figure of a heart in purple cloth, or =ilk, edged
with narrow lace or binding. Not only instances of unusual gallantry
but alsgo of extraordinary fidelity and egsential zervice in any way
zhall meet with a due reward. ...The road to glory in a patrioct army
and a free country iz thusg opened to all. Thiz order iz alszo to have
retrogpect to the earliegt daye of the war, and to he congidered a
permanent one. " (8:233)

It ig intereszting to note that at thisg time, the Purple Heart wasg
not given for wounds in combat like it is today, but for ewiraocordinary
military achs. It i alsgo interesting that only three known awanrdsg
were made. All three were eniisgted men Sergeant Elijiah Churchill
wag the firet recipient, Sergeant William Brown was the gecond, and
Sergeant Daniel Biszell wag the third. (R:224-5) Sergeantz Churchill
and Brown received theirs for bravery in combat, and fSergeant Bill
for intelligence gathering on the enemy

CERTIFICATE OF MERIT

After the Revolutionary War wasg over, the Badge of Military Merit
fell into diguse. From that time until the Civil! War, there were no
decorationg for the military. In the war of 1812, the beginning of
the Indian Wars, and the War with Mexico, there were no military medal
decorationg for the men who fought. On March 3, 1847, Congreszs
enacted a law eztablishing the Certificate of Merit. Mp. Charleszs F
McDowell guotesg in hig book Military and Naval Decorationg of the
Tnited States, " .. Congress enacted =2 law providing that "When any
private soldier =hall sgo digtinguiszh himself” the Freszident was
avtheorized to Zrant him a Certificate of Merit In 18854,
noncommigsioned officers were made eligible for the award, which wasz
to be granted specifically for "extraordinary exertion in the
pregervation of property, or resgcuing from destruction by fire ow
otherwige, or any harardous service by which the government ig saved
in men or material”. " (8:11) This was the firgt time that an award was
egtablighed gpecifically for the enligted man. In February 3, 1891,
Congresg authorized the awarding of the Certificate of Merit for
apecially meritorious service in peace time. (8:4%8) On January 11,
1805, War Department General Order Number 4 authorized the creation of
a medal to accompany the Certificate of Merit. (8:46) The Certificate
of Merit Medal ig the only medal hesgides the Good Conduct Medal that
hag been awarded solely to the enligted individual FPublie Law 183 of
July 9, 1918, establishing the Distinguished Service Medal and the
Digtinguigshed Service Crosgss alsc provided that any enligted man that

Y
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BRITISH TRADITIONS

The United States military has adopted many of the traditions of
the Britigh. The officer rank sgstructure, organization of the Army
Navieg, and many other customs and courtesies dpriv¢d from the
Britisgh. Thig ig natural congidering that the military leaderg at the
Lime of our geparation from Britain were in or had served in the
British armed forces. When we bhecame a separate nation, our military
forceg were establigshed much like the British were

One of the traditions the United Statesg eventually adopted was a
device to represent good conduct in the enligted ranks. In the book
Badges and Insignia of the British Armed Forces by W.E. May, W.Y
Carman, and John Tanner, the authors write, "It wag back in 1777 that
the French Army firsgt issued chevronsg to mark the gervice of a good
goldier who was continuing hisg term of service. These were not
adopted in the British Army until 1813 when it was stated that the
hadge «f the color sergeant was in the nature of recogniticon of the
good gervice of an NCO. It wasg not until 1836 that a =pecial
digtinguighing mark was autherized for 'well conducted soldiers’ The
Horege Quards General! Order no. 526 of 10th October 1836 authorized
zoldiers including acting bombardier or acting corporal...to wear
immediately above the right sleeve a chevron to mark 'a periocd of good
conduct’ " (7:161) The zuthorsg continue to write: "By lzt March 1821 a
new general order had appeared and the posgition was on the lefit arm
below the elbow, the exact gpacing depending upon the ornamentation on
the cuff. One chevron wasg permitted for two yeareg of good conduct,
two chevrong for gix years, three for twelve, four for eighteen, five
for twenty-three and six for twenty-eight. It would appear that ithe
number of chevrons for good conduct and long service could rige up to
ten for fifty year's sgervice.  (7:161) The British uged chevronsg to
identify enligted individuals who have conducted themselves admirably
When the United Statez esgstabligshed the recognition of enlisted members
for good conduet, badges and medals were used instead of chevrons

UNITED STATES GOOD CONDUCT MEDALS

The United States egtablished the goocd conduct badge on 286 April,
1889. It was egtablished by A.E. Borie, Secretary of the Navy. In
the book United States War MPdaIQ, Bauman L. Belden aciteg the circular
of the fecretary of the Navy, "Any man holding a Continucoug Service
Certificate who ig gtinguished for obedience, sobriety, and
cleanlinegs, and is krmflcﬂant in gseamanship and gunnery, shall
receive upon the expiration of his enlistment a good conduct hadge:
and after he ghall have received three such badges, under conszsecutive
reenligtments, within three months from the dates on hig discharges,
he shall if gualified be enlisted as a Pettv Officer, and hold a Petty

Officers rating during zubsgfequent continuous reenligtmentz and he
chall not be reduced to a lower rating, except by sentence of Court
Martial. " (3:22) The author further states that Navy General Order No.



327, dated November 21, 1884, adopta a new degign and states,
"Good-Conduct Badges are gpecial disgtinctions for fidelity, zeal,
nhedience, and will not be granted for the firgt term of anliztme
under Continucug Service” . {(3:22) On July 132, 1892 the Navy Regulation
Civeoular formally calls Good Conduct Badges Good Conduct Medals

In 1896, the United States Marinegs egstablighed a Good Conduct
Medal for the Corps. The criteria for issuance and wean» are much
different for the Marine Corps. Navy Special Order No. 46 by the
Secretary of the Navy established the criteria for the Marines.
Bauman L. Belden cites the Special Order, "...That zany man holding an
excellent discharge, =zhall, upon reenlisgiment, when recommended by the
commanding officer of a zhip, or the commanding officer sgtation, and a
board of three officers crdered by the Colonel Commandant, U.8.M.C.,
receive a good conduct medal. Only thoge men who are digtinguiszhed
for obedience, sobriety, industry, courage, neatness, and proficiency
ghall be recommended for good conduct medals.” He further citesz, °
Good Conduct Medals are given in recognition of good behavior and
faithful service, and no person sghall be deprived of them, or of the
advantages attached to them, except by the sentence of a general
court-martial. The commanding officer may, however, forbid the

aegty

wearing of medalﬂ by any person undergoing punlshm@n+ or ieti
of privileges."(3:24) These General Orders by the Secretary of th:«

g &
Navy have set very high standards for the issuance of the Good Conduct
Medal for the Navy and Marine Corps. The Good Conduct Medal was held

in high esteem by the individuals authorized to wear them due to theze

very strict guidelineg esgtablished for earning them. It's also
interesting to note +h1t it took a Court Martial to revoke the Good
Conduct Medal once it had been awarded to the individual.

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE ARMY GOOD CONDUCT MEDAL AND THE AIR
FORCE USE OF IT

The Army Good Conduct Medal, which the Air Force used until the

creation of a geparate Air Force medal, was established in 184! by
Executive Order. Air Force Regulation 900-10, dated 4 April, 1658,
states "The Good Conduct Medal was established by Executive Orden
8309, 28 June 1941, asg amended by Executive Order
1943, and Executive Order 10444, 10 April 18853."(2:
cite the reguirements for award: "The Good Conduct
for exemp!l y be o, et ]
ta in mil
{1y A1l and
2t hav dad
followin e no
Hervice ienoy
March 16 ervic
the Good al wi
the unit rather
Pat‘nﬁb, hean
commander’ mendatiaon




Performance Report” ... (37During the period conzidered for the
award, there must be no COHVLCtan by a «civil court (other than minanr
traffic violation) or by courts-martial, or record of punizhment under
Article 18,7 (2:6-7)

Alyr Force Regulation 900-10 alsgo statez the time
eligibility Ugually the Good Conduct Medal ig awarde
three years of service, but there are some ewcentions. -
a period of one year ig sgserved between T Tooembiers 1543
1548 TWHI DY ) or betwearn " 280 and 27 JTuly 454

.
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cutatlizhed, June of 2 4‘ Ur £ o

with Germany and Japan at this time wavering in light
of the victoriesg in Europe by the Gewmans and by the Japanese in the
Pacific and Asia. With the massive buildup of the American Armed
Forceg getting ready to take place, the Good Conduct Medal eszgtablished
a target that all Army personnel were to gitrive for ag far az their
personal conduct wag concerned. It also waes establisghed to foster
rride in accomplishment of overcoming many persgonal hardships.

THE AIR FORCE ESTABLISHES IT'S OWN GOOD CONDUCT MEDAL

The Army Good Conduct Medal was used by the Air Force until 31
May 1963. (1:6-3} Starting 1 June, 1963 the new Air Force Good
Conduct Medal was used. Thieg is in line with the movement at that
time to establish geparate Air Force Awards instead of continuing to
uge the Army decorationg. A primary example of thiz iz Fublic Law

86-523, gigned into law on July 6, 1960. This Congr eggional act
establisghed the Air Force Crosgsz and Airmans Medal  (6:173-43 Thaza
eplaced the Army Digtinguighed Service Orogeg and the Soldier’'s Meadal

This was the beginning of the establigshment of a separvate gystem of
Awarde and Decorationg for the Air Farce.

ATTITUDES TOWARDS AWARDS AND DECORATIONS

In the 1670's, the attitude toward awardsg and decoratiornsg in
Zeneral, and the Air Force Good Conduct Medal gpecifically, waz that
mogt of them did not mean anything In their book Awards and
Decorationg-Motivation or Just So Much Fruit Salad, Majore Glenn B
Reaveg and Radford L. Reavisg, conducted a survey on the attitudes of
the awards and decorationg gystem in 19786, and they write, "The
writers feel that due to comments made about the number of medalg worn
by rated persoconnel, thege non-rated persgonnel do not view awardg and
decorations programsg ag b ing to their benefit. Alszso, basged on the
complaints about the program, the appavrent abuse of the program and
the fact that only a bare majority (81 percent of the rezspondentz feel

r

erg ocontend

]




that the awardg and decorations program hag the copposite effect,
Therefore, the writers conclude that the awardes and decorati
program created morale problems, gtifled incentive and (he I
proliferation of awards during the Vietnam conflici}) removed t
i it de corpe. (10:78)
Vietnam ie not the only conflig &
ent . In an article for the Marine Corps Ga
J. Potempa, USMCR dlscusses Operation Trgen
tes T invasion of Grenada (Operation Urgent Fury) in
Y i good example of U.8. military action and provi
ht inte the extent of the overissguance of awards.
camplie because there ig readily available information on
r of awardg isszued. ...For Operation Urgent Fury,
ued a total of 9,802 medals that included 812 Bronze Stars
for Valor), 070 Army Commendation Medals (99 with a
Y, and 2,946 Army Achievement Medals. It dlso awarded 3 8530
t Infantry Badges. This total includes only personal
ionsg. The Air Force was not to be outdone and iszsued a tota
77 medalsg that included 272 Bronze Stars, 841 Air Medalg, 1,640
Commendation Medals, and 311 Air Force Achievement Medal
It was a geneval feeling that if you just did your job,
d decorationsg would be yours. This feeling applied to the A
d Conduct Medal. It was viewed as a giveaway. All one had
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eceive it waz put in three years time and you got one. Air

lation 900-48, dated 24 July 1879 specifically ﬁtaies,
dersg must avoid awarding it zolely on the basgis i
performance; that is, merely staying ocut of tpouble.

mugt demonstrate a posgitive attitude towardz the Air
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them know that even
did not want medals because they reminded

gystem that they were fighting againsgt) Congrecscs had awariei
medals to enlisted men for the capture of Major John Andre
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Eemind them that it was General Georgse Washing
the only award during the Revolutionary War,
Merit. Only three were issued, and all three t
kriow that during the War with Mexico, enligted
the Ceprtificate of Merit for actg of bravery on
ghing gervice. Tell them Congress later estab
ghed Service Crosszs and anyone holding the Cert
authorized the Diztinguished Service Crogs.
aware that many of our military traditions wen:s
sh, and one of the things that were adopted was
aﬁga. The Navy was the first to adopt this in
allowed in 1896. The gstandards that were =zet
awarded, it tecok a court marti
Conduct ig 3 direct descendant of the Aﬁmv
The Army established their medal in 1841,

ot

iy
@D
[o R

S e TS

¥

T

[
[
o+ -4 (D

fote
8 <

b

]

s

03

o

o

o N s 1)
S 0% 00 L@ 3

L

£
&
3

o3

0]

'_.
w H- e

3
.
ct -

ot g [

o a (RS
13 {0
<

L_Q

1]

oot
ot "" 3

I

D

jay]
03

vy
ot

o]
33
[oN

S
- W

e
]
lig

lj‘ 0
)

3
]
®

d—Hs']jl—’

2l to resc

DRIy
[
o B 117'Y
ke fon Y
ol I
C
ot
o]

i

c"’ s

Sy o
L
Q2
[oR

=0
i
o

ot

d]"t o)

o+
ol
ook @
-
o

o

o

le for the award. We, ag enlizted members, cannot
1g that the Air Force Good Conj 3t Medal ig just a
If the Air Force Good Conduct Medal 18 to maintain

IR R R
® = O

® b3
f—~'00~ -

-

st
o

1]
HOoLon m
w
o B 1)

o il S

r
gt of personal standards of conduct. The Air Force

signifieg that we have met or exceeded the highegt
al conduct and fidelity to the United Statesg Air

.
»

g
-

g
iD
3

m
o3 "3
- D

103
e d’ 1]

=

who consgpired with General Benidect Arnoid to surren

ot (e -
b [ b
il U OO ]
mm
d_j“‘#d“
o 2 W |
s D

1'_
ot

T
o3

14

il

Nty
4]
(SR
E{

[

3
(10

)
[N

g
ot

@O

-
. e
O
ot

Lot

O oF
W]

w3 0

o
(o)
T
by
e
;M

o

o

L

%
O M
o

1]

i

ot
73

-3 T

o D
ks
[1

e

=y

(Y
~

o]

l.-

= m
1]
et Ty

ke

i

WWII. The Air Forece had used the Army Good Cond
it’s own wag egtablished in 1963, during a time when
had adopted a set of medals specifically for the Air
_'nd them of the high =2tandards *hat must be maintained to

bf*
e
-

E

-
2

_—
fad

g usg, the enlisted force, that must attach the meaning
epresent the fidelity it wag desgigned for. We musgt

<

[»9
n

R N
o)
[0
[T
o}
9]

by o

=
[0

(]



WX}

=

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Air Force Regulation 900-48. Individual and Unit Awards and Decorations

24 July 1079. pp 6-2,6-3,6-4.

Air Force Regulation 900-10. Individual and Unit Awards and Decorations

4 April 1658. pp 6-7.

Belden, Bauman L. United States War Medals. American Numismatic Society,
1962

Donovan, Frank. The Medal. Dodd, Mead, & Company, New York, 1862.

Grant, Michael. (@Gladiators. Delacorte Press, New York, 1667.

Laws Authorizing Issuance of Medals and Commemorative Coins. U.S.

Government Printing Office, Washington, 1968.

May, W.E., Carman, W.Y., Tanner, John. Badges and Insignia of the Britigh
Armed Forces. 8t. Martin'sz Presz, New York, 1074.

McDowell, Charles P. Military and Naval Decorations of the United States.
Quest Publishing Company, Springfield, Virginia, 1084.

.‘Potempa, Charles J. Captain, USMCR, The Awards System Needs Revision.

Marine Corps Gazette (April 1991) pp 65-66.

10. Reaves, Glenn B., Major USAF, Reavis, Radford L, Major USAF. Awards and

Decorations - Notivation or Just So Much Fruit Salad. Air University,
Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama, 1976.




	Review sheet: History of the Air Force Good Conduct Medal by SMSgt Gunnarson, circa 1990
	History of the Air Force Good Conduct Medal
	Ancient Influence on Military Awards and Decorations
	Medals in the Middle Ages
	Early United States Medals
	The Purple Heart is the first United States Military Decoration
	Certificate of Merit
	Civil War and Later
	British Traditions
	United States Good Conduct Medals
	The Establishment of the Army Good Conduct Medal and the Air Force use of it
	The Air Force established it's own Good Conduct Medal
	Attitudes Towards Awards and Decorations
	Reversing the Trend
	Bibliography


